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				This is not the true story of the famous Dead End Kids of Wapping who fought fires during the World War II Blitz. My Len Turner is not young docker Patsie Duggan, who was the real force behind the Kids’ fire brigade, and Patsie’s sister Maureen is not my hero Josie. The Duggans and the other Dead End Kids deserve a fitting documentary account of their bravery and sacrifices.

				It was their story, however, that made me want to write this novel, which I have set in ‘Hermitage Quays’, a fictitious area of East London very loosely based on 1940s Wapping.

				I should like to acknowledge the huge debt I owe to Anna Home, one-time head of the BBC Children’s Department and currently Chair of the Children’s Media Foundation. She brought the existence of the Dead End Kids to my attention and has given indispensable advice on the story and its characters.

				B.A.

				2015
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				Josie Turner stood shouting on the deck of the old barge.

				‘Pugs! Mud! More ammo!’

				Below her, ankle deep in sucking ooze, Shirley and Goldie bent, scooped, and threw up mud balls from the banks of Old Salt Creek. The mud was wet from the tide, but it being a hot Saturday the pugs almost dried in flight, hitting harder when they landed – which was not often because the enemy was keeping out of range.

				Above Josie’s Hermits gang, flying on a makeshift flagpole, was a pillowcase painted with a picture of a cowled monk carrying a lantern.

				‘You ain’t having this barge, it’s ours! Up the Hermits!’ Josie pulled a defiant face for Charlie Drew and his Jubilee Boys, and for her own lot, too. But her gang would never let her down. She was a Turner and no one ever disappointed the Turners, theirs was that sort of family. She stood tall in her summer frock, brown legs and old leather sandals. Her dark hair was cut short, and her face would have been beautiful but for having her mum’s hard stare, softened only by blue eyes off her dad.

				That August the Hermits had prised open the hatch of the disused barge, claiming it for themselves and making the inside lively with a couple of film posters – a great place for sitting round telling spooky stories. Now the Jubilee Boys wanted what they’d got – but they weren’t having it. Not a chance.

				Josie threw two quick-fire pugs which fell short again. ‘Yeller-bellies! Daren’t come close enough!’

				‘Weako girl! Couldn’t hit your front door from the pavement!’ Charlie Drew had a cocky grin on his face.

				‘Shut up, Drew! You ’aven’t even got a front door!’ Josie wasn’t a bit jealous of people living in Hermitage Quays’ new block of council flats; let them keep their posh indoor lavs where you couldn’t have a secret fag. She threw another pug but Charlie and the Jubilees were starting to creep closer in a pincer attack. She looked across the deck of the barge. Arthur Stevens was slinging pug for pug with her, just about keeping the enemy back on his side – good old Arf.

				‘We need longer arms to reach ’em!’ He’d got mud all down his front and he’d cop it from his auntie when he went home. Her own mum might throw a clout at her, but she’d miss, she always did these days. Looking at Arthur chucking mud she reckoned she really was getting too old for all this, but when the gang said they needed her, she hadn’t let them down. Well, she’d started the Hermits, hadn’t she? Arthur was going to take it over – but it was a nice hot day, and she was getting to the end of her last long summer holiday before she left school at Christmas. Why not have a mud-lark with the kids? Now she was fourteen it wouldn’t be long before she’d be up to her elbows in flour at the Co-op bakery every Saturday.

				Charlie Drew was doing a swagger. ‘We’re gonna beat you, you Hermits! We’re gonna capture your camp, Turner!’

				‘Oh, yeah?’ She stood there and stared at him, dead defiant: no one ever beat Josie Turner in a no-blinking contest. But Charlie had more troops than she had, and once they broke through they’d scuttle all over the barge like cockroaches.

				Arthur threw another pug, but she could see his arm was getting tired.

				‘Eddie! Come out of there and help!’ What was the point of Eddie Rossi coming today if he was skulking inside the barge?

				Eddie stuck his top half through the hatch. ‘What c’n I do? Uh? I dunno what to do. Can’t get dirty, can I?’ He’d come out to play all clean and spoilt in his white shirt and shorts – useless!

				‘Come out o’ there an’ get throwin’ cannonballs!’ Saturday afternoon and here he was dressed for an Easter Parade.

				‘It’s all dirty mud! Mama don’t let me to get dirty.’ Eddie shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know it’s a mud fight, coming out to play.’ His father owned the Napoli café in the High Street – but being Italian he’d been taken off to a camp somewhere up north and Mrs Rossi liked Eddie looking clean around the place. Too blooming clean. Another shot fell short. Josie scooped up the next wet pug from the deck – suddenly twisting round to throw it at Eddie, catching him smack in the middle of his white shirt. Splat!

				‘You’re dirty now, Ed – so come out of there an’ get slingin’, else we’re gonna lose this war!’

				‘Eh!’ Eddie looked down at himself, shrugged again. ‘Sei ula ragazza cattiva!’ He clambered the rest of the way out of the hatch. ‘So! Mud! Gimme mud!’ He ran across the deck to join in the battle.

				‘More muscle! We’re not hitting them!’ Josie could see the Jubilees closing their circle tight around the barge, creeping in like the tide. If she didn’t change their tactics the Hermits were going to lose the barge. But what was that, down on the bank near Shirley – something broken off a paddle?

				‘Shirl – sling up that bit of wood.’

				She’d had an idea. Coming over here she’d seen Gummy Johnson in Victoria Gardens, and what did the old boy do when he threw the ball for his dog? He couldn’t throw for toffee so he had this curvy piece of wood for slinging it a bit further.

				Shirley threw the wood up for Josie to catch.

				‘Here you are, Arthur. Have a go with this – like ol’ Gummy. You know.’ She did a quick take-off of the old man.

				Charlie Drew was still looking cocky, running a couple of steps nearer. ‘My men! Ready to charge!’

				But Arthur was balancing the broken paddle like a slingshot, and he suddenly let loose with a double pug. Whoosh! They went whistling over Charlie’s head, hard and fast. See him duck!

				‘Oi!’

				Arthur’s next pug hit one of the Jubilees hard in the chest, knocking him back. ‘Wallop! Gotcha!’

				‘Good stuff, Arf! Any more of them down there, Shirl?’

				Shirley found a broken spar, threw it up and Josie did the same as Arthur, shot off her next pug with spite and venom: off target, but didn’t it go! And now the Jubilees started backing off.

				‘That’s not fair, you lot. That’s cheating!’

				‘No it ain’t!’ Arthur sent a double at the mouthy kid. ‘It’s superior weapons!’

				Fiercely, acting the kid again and not the older girl, Josie helped the gang defend their camp, starting to re-take the ground they’d lost. ‘Come on, you Hermits! We’re winning! We’re winning the war!’ And she reckoned they were. Charlie Drew was an old enemy, had been since they’d both started school, the same age as her but younger, sort of thing: still in shorts while she was growing out of her clothes. And she could read him like a book. Any second now he’d be shouting to his men to go off and play something else.

				But what she heard next wasn’t Charlie Drew calling off his men. It was the air raid siren starting its growling, slowly working up to a ghostly wail before it dipped and rose like a ride on the switchback. OK, a hundred to one it was another false alarm but it was so loud no one could shut their ears to it.

				‘It’s only ol’ Moanin’ Minnie. It won’t be nothin’. Don’t stop! We’re winning!’ Josie wasn’t going to let some stupid shaky-hands of an air raid warden lose her Hermits their Hole.

				‘Pelt ’em! Save our barge!’ Arthur let go with another fierce shot.

				But Goldie Boston, down in the creek, was trying to wipe herself clean with tufts of grass. ‘Can’t fight no more, Jose. My mammy made me promise – I got to run home if the siren goes.’ Goldie was younger than the others, lived with her mother along Josie’s street. She was a Jamaican girl whose granddad had come to work at Wilson’s Wharf as Head Horseman.

				‘Nah, Gold! You’ll be all right with us. I’ll tell your mum you was with me.’ Josie Turner’s say-so was good enough for anyone, wasn’t it?

				‘She told me I’ve got to. Sorry, Jose…’ Goldie pulled herself up the bank.

				‘Oh, don’ be – some kids do have to do what their mums tell ’em.’ Herself, she could twist her mother about like a stick of sucked nougat.

				Goldie started running for home.

				‘I don’t like them sirens. They make me wanna wee…’ But this wasn’t Goldie, it was someone wailing at the top of the bank: Patsy Riley, Jimmy Riley’s little sister. Josie had seen her playing with her friends at the new flats, must have got fed up. But this was gang war, so she’d just have to wait and wail.

				‘Eddie – get forward! Watch out for Squib over there – cut him off with a good ’un!’

				Eddie ran towards the edge of the barge, firing off mud balls with another makeshift slingshot. And with the Hermits pelting pug by pug, the Jubilees were losing and drifting away.

				Josie cheered. ‘Charge ’em! Charge ’em and chase ’em off!’

				‘Fire and conquer!’

				‘Aventi!’

				‘Run ’em right back to the flats!’ Now Shirley was up on the bank and pelting her own pugs.

				But what was that droning in the sky, getting louder and louder? All eyes went up – to where a swarm of planes was heading in from downriver, the roar of their engines making the iron barge shake.

				‘Jeepers!’ This wasn’t any nuisance raid, no couple of planes chancing their arms. ‘Help! It’s only the blooming invasion!’ Any second now and German soldiers were going to come parachuting out of those planes and shoot everyone to smithereens.

				‘Where’s our army? Where’s our guns?’

				The planes were overhead now, so close together that their shadow darkened the ground. But it wasn’t soldiers coming down.

				‘Bombs! They’re dropping bombs!’ Spiralling down, whistling, exploding, and sending up bursts of black smoke.

				‘Look at ’em all!’

				‘Run for your life!’

				‘Gas masks! We ain’t got our gas masks!’

				‘Cover your mouths! Don’ breathe!’

				‘Shelter!’ Charlie Drew led the chase for the basement of Jubilee House across the way.

				‘Help! Help! I’m scared!’ Patsy Riley covered her ears and cowered down.

				The Jubilees ran for their shelter. Josie shouted at her gang. ‘Get in the barge! In the ’Ole! Come on! It’s thick as a tank!’ She pulled Shirley up its side and dived through the hatch after Eddie and Arthur, slamming the cover down on top of them. But she hadn’t seen how little Patsy had been left behind by Charlie Drew, scared out of her mind, her screams lost in the sounds of the bombs.

				In the King George Memorial Park Len Turner’s Dock Boys were drawing two-all, goal posts up but no nets: two junior teams competing in a friendly being refereed by pensioner George Knight, his trousers tucked into his socks.

				Breaking up a Railway Lads’ attack, Len’s team came out of defence to attack down the left wing, George Knight running fast to keep up.

				‘Corner!’ he shouted.

				‘Where’s your whistle?’ Len ran into the penalty area, jostling with the other centre-half.

				‘Swallered it!’ George hadn’t, he’d dropped it. He picked it up, blew it, and in came the corner. The hot summer had made the pitch as hard as concrete and the ball was heavy, but as it came in Len threw himself forward with a brave diving header.

				‘Yes!’

				‘Goal! Goal!’

				‘Good one, Len!’

				‘Lucky one! Come on, lads!’ Clapping their hands at one another, the Railway Boys ran to take their positions for the re-start. That goal put them two-three down, and there couldn’t be long to go.

				‘Blow for the goal, then, George!’

				‘Where d’you reckon you are, West Ham?’ George put the whistle to his lips and sucked in a breath to give an official blast.

				But the sound they all heard wasn’t his whistle; it was the start-up of the air raid siren across the park. That curdle. That wail.

				‘Baloney! Keep goin’, won’t be nothing.’ The Railway Boys didn’t want the match to end now. ‘Don’t them ARP know it’s Saturday afternoon?’

				But no one could ignore this new sound filling the air – and looking up they all knew the match was definitely over. The sky over East London was a dark pattern of heavy aircraft.

				‘God help us!’

				‘Get home!’

				‘I was goin’ out, after.’

				‘Not no more you’re not.’

				‘It’s real!’ George Knight shouted. ‘Adolf’s gettin’ bloomin’ serious!’

				Len scooped up his ball from the centre-spot and began running for home. ‘An’ us a goal up! I’ll kill that Hitler! He’s ruddy started something now!’

				George ran, too, doing his best to stay on his feet as the ground shook with a bomb blast. ‘I was in the last lot. Started something? You can say that again, my son…’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Artwork1.pdf]

				Josie lived at number fifteen Monks Street in a dockers’ house with a front door that opened onto the pavement and a cinder alley at the back, useful for a quick escape when she’d gone too far with her mother.

				Ivy Turner was in the scullery getting ready for later, lining her lips with carmine – a good-looking blonde in a low-cut blouse. Tonight she’d be at the Pirate pub by the river, singing the songs people wanted to hear: ‘Bye-bye Blackbird’, ‘All of Me’, ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’, and ‘We’ll Meet Again’ – a local performer with a touch of class. She was Ivy to everyone, even to Josie and Len in their heads. She stopped her lip-lining as the sound of the Wilson’s Wharf air raid siren broke in on her – pulling a face into the mirror for the ARP fool who’d plonked his mug of tea on the warning button. But the wailing went on at full blast, and with it there was a deeper droning getting louder and louder.

				‘Oh my God, what’s that?’

				A sudden great boom rattled the windows and shook the house.

				‘Josie! Lenny!’ Ivy threw down her make-up and ran to the front door. ‘Josie!’ she shouted in a voice to rival the raid.

				People from both sides of the street were running from their houses, heading towards the river for the public shelter in the basement of Wilson’s Wharf.

				‘Shelter! Get down the wharf!’

				‘Ivy! Come on, girl! Shelter!’ Emma Varley from next door showed a good turn of speed for a pensioner.

				‘How can I, Em? My Josie’s out in this! And Lenny!’

				Lou Sutton from the local pictures came running by. ‘Ivy – get yourself down that shelter!’

				‘Can’t. Josie! You seen my Josie?’

				Lou drew breath. In her early sixties she wouldn’t normally run for anything. ‘No, but that girl’s got her head screwed on. She’s not a kid no more – she’ll get herself somewhere safe.’

				‘And Lenny’s over the park!’

				‘Yeah, with my George. But there’s a shelter over there…’

				A girl was running past – Goldie from down the street. ‘Goldie! Goldie Boston! You seen my Josie?’

				But Goldie ran on fast, screaming in the aircraft drone as she stretched for home.

				‘Josie! Lord help us! Josie, you little cat, where are you?’

				Another explosion shook the ground, closer this time, the blast taking slates off roofs and breaking windows.

				Shelter! Shelter! Shelter! The word was all over, taken up by Air Raid Warden William Bailey, running past.

				‘Shelter! Get to the shelter, Mrs Turner!’

				‘My kids! I’m not going nowhere without my kids!’

				Warden Bailey blew his whistle into Ivy’s face. ‘Look to yourself, woman. You’re no good to your kids if you’re dead.’ He ran on towards the shelter, overtaking Lou Sutton, who was behind Goldie as she got nearer to her house – when suddenly the air was filled with a loud, scary whistling.

				‘Take cover! High Explosive Bomb!’ Warden Bailey started running for the girl. Ivy ducked and Lou braced herself against a wall. A searing flash obliterated everything; the blast knocked everyone off their feet: the street was thrown up and back down as smoke, cordite, and brick dust stung eyes and clogged throats. And as the air slowly began to clear, Goldie’s house was now no more, just a mound of rubble and blazing woodwork, the worst off of three stricken buildings.

				And there was nothing to be seen of Goldie.

				‘Blimey – look at this!’ Josie’s head was out of the hatch staring up at the bombers still coming over, line after line of large aircraft with RAF fighters nipping in and out at them like wasps. Puffs of smoke in the sky showed where the ground guns were aiming, and in the creek the air was filled with the smell of mouldy clay, cooking gas and sulphur.

				‘Josie!’ She heard a scream, and there was little Patsy Riley in a huddle on the bank.

				‘Pats! What you doin’ out there?’

				‘I’m gonna be killed!’

				‘No you ain’t. You’re coming in the ’Ole with me…’ Josie jumped from the barge and ran across to pull at Patsy’s arm. This was Jimmy Riley’s little sister and she needed looking after, for herself, and on behalf of Jimmy. The Rileys lived a street away from them and Jimmy’s mother would be going mad wanting Patsy safe down a shelter. She gave the girl a leg up the side of the barge and dropped her down to Arthur. ‘Cop hold of Patsy!’

				‘It’s dark!’

				‘Iron barge, Pats, they don’ have windows. Thick old party, though. You’re OK now, girl. You’re safe as houses in here.’

				But screaming little Patsy didn’t look at all convinced. She shivered and shuddered. ‘I want my ma!’

				Hermitage Quays and its Eastern and Western docks were being hit hard, and along the Thames from North Woolwich to Tower Bridge flames flew up from warehouses and factories, timber stacks and oil tanks. Rows of small houses dominoed down, and from all over London, Essex and Kent hundreds of fire pumps raced for the East End docklands. In half an hour London had gone from sunny afternoon to choking pall.

				Stepney Street Elementary School was now an Auxiliary Fire Station and Ambulance Centre. It had two bungalow buildings. One now belonged to the AFS with its fire engines and motorcycle messengers. The other was a First Aid dressing station and the control HQ for ambulances. Classrooms were now firemen’s, nurses’, and drivers’ sleeping quarters. The headmaster’s office was the watch-room, and the playground was parking space for fire engines and St John ambulances.

				Station Officer Ralph Wiltshire was standing in the watch-room with Firewoman Fleming sitting at the telephone switchboard. Wiltshire was speaking on his phone extension as he watched the last of his fire appliances – a London taxi pulling a small pump – drive out through the school gates.

				‘That’s the bally last of ’em.’ Station Officer Wiltshire had risen from being a Barnardo’s Boy orphan and normally spoke with more care to District Control. ‘You do know, don’t you – we’re taking a right packet over here? Never seen anything like it. I need at least ten pumps for back-up – anything you’ve got. The whole ruddy world’s ablaze.’

				Joyce Fleming tore a scribbled sheet off her pad – another call-out.

				‘’Scuse my French,’ Wiltshire told her, ‘but they should’ve known this was goin’ to happen. Stands to reason. Where’s anyone going to want to hit London? In the bread basket – the docks…’

				Urgent buzzers sounded on the switchboard.

				‘How the devil can I send out what I haven’t got? Who do they think I am? The Wonderful Wizard of Oz?’

				A grey fire engine raced along Monks Street, swerving around debris and stopping as near as it could to the ruins of Goldie’s house. One wall was partly standing, the rest of it was a pile of rubble and burning floorboards and rafters. Lou Sutton and a party of neighbours were pulling at hot bricks as bits of scorched curtain blew about like frantic bats.

				Lou ran to the fire engine. ‘There was a kiddie running down here. She’s either under this lot or blown to smithereens. I see her, just before it hit.’ She coughed up brick dust, wiped her streaming eyes.

				‘Keep digging – till we get some rescue boys here.’ The Leading Fireman was already at the tap-wheels of the pump. ‘Just watch out for that dodgy wall.’

				A quick look up at the sky and Lou ran back to shift more bricks. Two firemen connected an inlet hose to a hydrant in the street; two others unrolled an outlet hose from the pump to the burning timbers.

				‘Right, lads. Let’s knock this fire down. All ready?’

				The firemen raised their hands.

				‘On my command – engage pump!’

				The hydrant key was turned, the pump’s engine rose to full throttle, the outlet opened and the hose fattened with water, the two men at the nozzle wrestling to direct a jet at the burning rafters on either side of the stricken house. The sky was black with smoke and red with flames; above, German bombers droned over endlessly. The Leading Fireman waved up at the sky and at the whole East End. ‘We’re squirting water pistols at a bloomin’ volcano.’

				‘Yeah – an’ with a little kiddie gone up in the ashes!’ Lou shouted. ‘Bloody rotten Hitler!’
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				The Hermit Hole had an oil drum for a table, with a couple of broken chairs and a stool. Everything was at a slight angle where the barge was stuck up a bank. Josie had daubed ‘Hermits’ in tar on the inside plating, next to an old poster from the Globe Cinema – the Bowery Boys in Dead End. An iron ladder led up to the hatch, propped open right now for air and a shaft of light. But what filled the barge was noise – the sounds of the bombs exploding in the docks and streets, their impact vibrating through the iron hull.

				Josie and the others sat huddled, fingers in ears, eyes tight-closed against falling rust – and with Patsy Riley still crying.

				‘Oh, shut up, Patsy!’ Josie could do without her going on. ‘You’re all right down here. This thing’s got iron a mile thick. We’re not goin’ to get killed in here, are we, Arf?’

				‘’Course not.’ Arthur cringed with the rest as another explosion rattled around the hull. ‘But I will when I get home.’

				‘We all will.’ Josie didn’t know much about Arthur’s real home where his mum lived, he never said anything about that; but everyone knew he lived with a very strict auntie who’d got a cane called ‘Uncle Jack’.

				‘She’ll skin me alive. I was only s’posed to go to the shops when Drew let on what he was up to…’

				‘Tell her you’d have only broke her eggs. You saved her the money.’ Josie was darned if she was going to take the blame for Arthur getting into the barge war. He’d seen her in the street, told her about Charlie Drew’s plan to capture the Hermit Hole, and she’d decided to help them out. She’d got other things she’d rather be doing today, thanks, and she wasn’t going to land in trouble for a bit of fun with the old gang.

				‘I bet my mum’s going potty over me.’ Shirley pulled a scared face that started Patsy crying again.

				‘An’ me. My mama’s gonna think I’m dead.’ Eddie cut his throat with his finger.

				‘Well, you ain’t.’ Josie shrugged. ‘An’ what they think’s not our fault. They’ll all be going potty, but no one was kept indoors by their mums, was they? The government never sent no message not to let kids go out to play, did they?’

				With a street-flattening explosion another bomb fell somewhere close, its blast pulling the barge from the suck of the mud, sending rust and rivets showering down – as near a miss as anything yet.

				Patsy screamed her head off. ‘I’m gonna die. I want my ma!’

				Josie grabbed her for a quick cuddle. She could see Mrs Riley’s face – skinny, worrying whether or not to leave her other kids to go chasing out looking for Patsy.

				The crumbled remains of a fairy cake were on the oil drum. ‘Here y’are, Pats. Get this down you, chewing’ll deaden the sound.’

				Still wailing, Patsy took the cake and put it into her mouth, turning the paper cup inside out to get to the last crumbs.

				‘Gawd, you was hungry!’

				‘Always…am…’ – which ended in hiccups and fractured wailing.

				The blast of the last bomb was still shaking the barge. ‘We’re gonna get killed in here. I’m going home!’ Shirley was heading for the ladder.

				But Josie beat her to it. ‘Yeah – come on, everyone out! Duck your heads down low an’ run for the shelter.’

				Eddie looked in a dither. ‘You said it was safe down here.’

				‘Ever been wrong, ’ave you?’ Josie climbed the ladder, opened the hatch full up and looked out again. ‘Jeepers!’ She’d never seen so much smoke, it dropped her mouth open, dried it out. ‘Come on, Pats!’ She pulled her out, jumped her off the barge and started running for Wilson’s Wharf – around rubble, over broken slate and glass, through thick smoke and floating sparks. ‘Help us! What’s gonna be left after this lot?’ And what would be left of them: herself, Ivy, Len – and Jimmy Riley? And as she ran she did something unusual for her. She said a prayer. ‘Save us, God! Save us all!’ And then, ‘Come on, Patsy, move them feet for Chrissake!’

				The posters at the Globe Cinema were advertising the Dead End Kids in Crime School, but right now the foyer was chained shut as George Knight ran for the old stage door at the side.

				‘Lou! Lou! You down there?’ George opened up. No reply. Len Turner had run with him this far, but he was all for getting on to Wilson’s Wharf. George turned to him. ‘Be stupid if she’s in the flat but I’m gonna check. You get yourself yourself down the shelter.’

				‘See you, George. If I see Lou I’ll tell her you ain’t dead – yet!’ Len ran on with quick looks up, as if he could ever dodge a bomb coming down. He ran three more streets but as he rounded the last corner he saw something that pulled him up short. The stables near the wharf were on fire, with old Elijah Boston squirting water from a hosepipe up at the roof – a fight he wasn’t winning.

				‘Where’s Jimmy?’ Jimmy Riley was stable lad and ought to be with Elijah, helping.

				‘Jimmy’s inside. Stopping them beasts from kicking the stalls to mish-mash.’

				‘Can’t you get ’em out?’

				‘Then what? More’n twenty of them, they’ll charge all over the place from Timbuktu to the Barbary Coast. See if I can beat this first.’

				‘Well, you got no chance on your own.’ Len took a deep breath and ran into the stables where Jimmy Riley and Ellie the stable lass were trying to calm the frightened beasts – shire horses rearing up with their mouths foaming, their teeth bared, their eyes flashing. Smoke was drifting down from the roof; but Len could see through it to the bales of feed and the wooden stalls. ‘God Almighty, Jimmy. If this lot goes up you’re in dead trouble!’

				‘Steady, Duke boy, steady on.’ Jimmy was patting a huge shire, talking to it head-to-head.

				Len saw where Elijah’s hose was connected to one of two taps. He threw out the bran from a bucket and kicked it under the free tap. ‘You all right, Jimmy? ’Cos that fire’s winning up there.’

				‘Lucky it lodged there and didn’t drop into the bedding.’ Jimmy ran to a stall at the far end, where a sleek grey was whinnying and kicking. ‘Easy, Topper, go easy, boy.’ He stroked down the horse’s nose and whispered into its ear. ‘It’s all goin’ to be all right, my beauty.’

				At last Len’s bucket was full. He found another and pushed it under the tap. Jimmy left Topper and snatched up a stirrup pump from a corner of the tack room. ‘Grab a hold of this. I’ll follow out, quick as I can.’ He shouted down to Ellie. ‘Keep on sweet-talking. Kiss ’em. Promise ’em anything.’

				Len ran out with the full bucket and the stirrup pump and set them down next to Elijah.

				‘Sweet Lord, Leonard, what sins have we committed to bring this down upon us-selves?’

				Len knew stirrup pumps, he’d been trained in the docks. He pushed the stirrup flat to the ground with his foot, steadied the pump, and with one hand pumping he aimed the hose up at the fire. A good strong effort could send the water thirty feet.

				‘Keep it high, Elijah, in under the slates! It’s getting thick as pea soup in there.’

				But something had turned Elijah’s head – the bells of a fire engine, racing along Wharf Road.

				‘Hallelujah, boy! Here comes the Admiralty!’

				But the fire engine didn’t stop. It went ringing on past them.

				‘Thank you, gen’lmen.’ Elijah shook his fist. ‘You turn your blind eyes!’

				The fire engine reached the junction with Tamask Street, where Warden Bailey was waving it towards the Western Dock.

				‘Then it’s still you an’ me, boy!’

				Len pumped on fiercely, almost emptied the bucket – and was about to throw its dregs up at the flames when Warden Bailey came running at him, hampering his throw.

				‘Watch out, Mr Bailey!’

				‘What’re you doing here, son?’

				‘Playing Jack and Jill. What do you think I’m doing?’

				‘Kids like you shouldn’t be out in this.’ He looked up at the fire. ‘Incendiary bomb in the roof space. Leave it to the adults.’

				‘You mean adults like that grown-up fire engine that’s just gone steaming past?’

				‘Don’t be cheeky, son, an’ get down the shelter!’

				Jimmy came running out with two full buckets. Len ignored Warden Bailey, took one of Jimmy’s buckets and pushed his pump into it – but Bailey was trying to take it from him. ‘I’ll handle this.’

				They tussled, but Len was stronger than Warden Bailey; if it came to a fight it would be no contest. He hit the flames again.

				‘Get down that shelter with the other kids.’ Warden Bailey pulled hard at Len’s arm – which Len suddenly allowed to give, twisting the hose and giving the man a good squirt in the face.

				‘Oi! You little…’

				‘Oop! Sorry, mate!’

				Turning his back on Warden Bailey, Len went on fighting the fire while Jimmy ran in and out with buckets. At last the smoke was beginning to thin. ‘We’re winning, Elijah!’

				‘I do believe we are, Leonard.’

				‘Two squirts are better than one!’

				‘I’ve got people to look after.’ Warden Bailey looked as if he wasn’t sure where to go or what to do. ‘But these juveniles should be taking cover.’

				‘An’ I’m almighty grateful they aren’t, Mr Bailey. They’ve both started work, haven’t they? An’ if they’re old enough to work, they’re old enough to save my stable.’

				Len switched buckets again, pointing the hose for a second at Warden Bailey, who backed off. ‘A war’s a war, Mr Bailey, in case you didn’t know. An’ we’re all in it. Germans don’t make their bombs so they miss the kids, do they? You think about that.’ And he started pumping again until the roof was finally dampened down.

				‘God bless you, Leonard.’

				Jimmy Riley snorted. ‘An’ what about God blessing the likes of me an’ Ellie?’

				‘You don’ count, Jimmy boy. You’re paid to be here!’ With a chuckle Elijah ruffled the Irish boy’s hair. ‘But them beasts are almighty grateful.’

				Len looked at the smoking wooden stables. ‘All that hay and straw. If we hadn’t been sharpish them horses would’ve been either dog food or running all over London. An’ all down to one little devil of an incendiary bomb!’

				Lou was grabbing at bricks in the wreckage of Goldie’s house. The fires on either side had been put out and the fire engine had gone.

				‘No sign of anyone.’ Fred Bowyers eased his back. He was an elderly neighbour of the Bostons from over the road. ‘I don’t reckon she’s under here at all. If you ask me, the poor little blighter’s a goner. Blown to smithereens…’

				‘Looks hopeless.’ Lou straightened up; with bombs still falling all around she looked half ready to leave this and get herself to the shelter. ‘And if the woman was in the house she’s down under these bricks – an’ dead as a doornail.’ Explosions reverberated up and down the river and oily smoke from the docks was spreading across the sky like black paint. ‘Hello! What’s this?’ Josie Turner was running down the street with some other kids. ‘Your mum’s going barmy looking for you!’

				Josie grabbed at a lamppost to make a quick stop. She’d just run past burning buildings and around gas-leaking holes in the road, her ears had been blasted, her eyes smoked, her legs and arms hit by flying glass splinters. ‘Not our fault the siren went!’ But leave that. She was taking in the brick-dust and devastation of where this house had been. ‘Hold up! This is near Goldie’s place!’
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