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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…’
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