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Chapter One


Isle of Dogs, East London.
Friday 6th January 1928


It was late at night and the cobbled streets of London’s East End were awash with rain. Eve listened to the swirling, gurgling and churning of the river close by and was reminded of the legend of Old Father Thames, the spirit god of England’s most noble river. Regarded as a genial and protective deity, capable of curing all kinds of ailments, the giant slumbered peacefully on the river bed. But if prematurely woken, he could rise up from his watery grave and tower menacingly over the city. The myths of her childhood, ones that she had passed down to her own twin sons, Samuel and Albert, now came back to mind as she huddled her boys close. Wet and shivering in the dark and threatening night, it seemed as though there might be substance to the old myths after all.


Eve had never seen the like of it before, though it brought back to mind the events that had led to the Great Stink of the last century. It was said that Old Father Thames had been furious at the pollution of his beloved river by London’s antiquated sewerage system. In his disgust he had consulted his brother gods on the matter. As punishment, they had unleashed the dreaded water-borne disease cholera to teach humanity the error of its ways. Many a night as a child, Eve had gone to bed in terror of the stories embellished upon by each generation. Now as the Thames crashed and crackled over the wharf edges, clawing away at the cobbles, it was seven-year-old Samuel who spoke her thoughts.


‘It’s Old Father Thames, ain’t it, Mum? He’s wakin’ up.’


Eve pulled the boy closer, attempting to shelter both her sons under the drenched wool of her old coat. But the eaves of the bargee’s wooden hut were no protection against wind and rain. Why had she insisted they go out tonight? Who would want posies of snowdrops in this weather?


‘He’s not woken, love. It’d take more than a bit of a winter’s blow to wake him up.’


‘He’s angry, ain’t he?’ This from Albert who, like his twin, knew every word of the old stories by heart. ‘’E’s gonna swallow us to def!’


‘He won’t do that, Albert,’ Eve tried to reassure, though there was no denying the elements were in unusual turmoil.


‘Looks like he will,’ Albert persisted, clutching her tightly as a great wave crashed against the broken pier that rattled and creaked on its mossy stilts. ‘Peg said ’er rheumatics was achin’, and that always means bad weather. She said we should’ve stayed in wiv her.’


‘Well, we didn’t,’ replied Eve dismissively, nevertheless recalling the warning Peg Riggs had given her only hours before the storm. For all the years they had lodged with Peg in her dilapidated cottage on Isle Street, she had never been far wrong when predicting the weather. Her aches and pains gained momentum when bad weather was brewing. Eve was also aware that Albert would exploit any opportunity to avoid helping her sell the flowers and watercress that was the family’s hard-earned living. ‘Now, best foot forward,’ urged Eve tugging him along.


But just as they rounded the corner, another spray gusted against them. Eve could hardly believe the conditions could have deteriorated so swiftly. Not half an hour ago, they had been forced to halt on their journey from Aldgate to the Isle of Dogs and abandon the flower basket; in the driving wind and rain it had become a heavy burden. It was only just possible to manage the lamp and when Eve had been forced to leave her profits behind, she’d had her first misgivings at ignoring Peg’s warning.


As they hurried on the river continued its relentless battle with the land. If Old Father Thames had really woken, then Mother Nature was providing a full orchestra for his watery resurrection, thought Eve as she pulled a reluctant Albert alongside her.


‘The river’s gonna drown us! The monster’s coming up!’ he puffed, slowing their progress.


‘There’s no monster, Albert, only the river.’


‘He’s got all that ’air made of seaweed and a long, drippy beard. I don’t want him to get me.’


‘Stop it, now, love,’ Eve spluttered, ‘no one’s going to get you. The faster we run, the sooner we’ll be home.’


Albert halted and stamped his foot. ‘Can’t! Me legs ache from all that walkin’ and standin’ we done up Aldgate.’


Just then an icy spray drenched them and Albert began to wail. Eve clutched the two little bodies against her. ‘Listen, we’ll go another way,’ she decided, grateful at least for the lamp strung over her arm, miraculously still alight. ‘And take the lane, away from the river.’


Eve thought longingly of the dock cottage they shared with Peg and her other lodger, Jimmy Jones, a young runner for the paint factory. Despite its worm-eaten timbers and crumbling walls, home now seemed like heaven. She promised herself that never again would she risk putting her boys into such discomfort and danger. Not that Isle Street was too distant now. But in January, when the recent falls of snow had left the streets wet and icy, the return journey from Aldgate had seemed endless.


Eve raised the Tilley and they hurried on once more. But when eerie shadows cast themselves across the unlit streets, her heart sank. The gas lamps were all extinguished! Now they were at the night’s mercy with only the glow of the lamp to guide them.


Albert screamed, terrified of the dark, forcing Eve to halt. ‘Hush there now, boy. Climb on my back and I’ll give you a ride.’ She passed the lamp to Samuel.


‘Can you manage this for me, son?’


He nodded and slipped the loop over his arm. ‘It ain’t far now, Albert,’ he encouraged his brother. ‘And Peg’ll be waitin’ for us.’


Eve smiled gratefully at Samuel. For an instant she saw her dead husband, Raj, reflected in Samuel’s rain-soaked face. There were his sparkling dark eyes and ebony skin illuminated perfectly in the light. Despite being twins, the boys were not identical. Albert had inherited her deep brown curls and rounded proportions whilst Samuel’s hair grew straight and black, his long, slender limbs a mirror to his father’s. For a moment Eve felt a deep longing for her dead husband. If only he were here now to help them! He would have lifted his sons easily in his arms and carried them home safely.


Resolutely, Eve pushed back her wet hair flattened against the delicate curve of her face and set off again. With the extra weight she carried, her steps were slower. Every now and then she would halt beside Samuel, and pat him encouragingly on the back.


As they went, they saw men erecting barriers at front doors and windows. Eve could hear panic in their voices. What force of nature had caused the river to rise so threateningly?


But when Samuel fell, it was with a dreadful shattering. Eve rushed to his aid. ‘Samuel, did you hurt yourself?’


He climbed shakily to his feet. ‘No,’ he replied bravely. ‘But the Tilley’s broke!’


Eve drew him to her. ‘Never mind, love, we’ll manage.’


‘There’s a gap through the houses somewhere round here,’ he said as they peered into the darkness. ‘Me and Albert found it once.’


‘Where does it lead to?’


‘Down by the dock wall.’


Eve didn’t reply that she disliked her sons to play anywhere near the high walls of the docks. On one side of them were deep basins of water traversed by a lifting bridge. The ships passed under when entering and it was a busy thoroughfare.


Just then Eve felt Albert shudder violently. ‘Not far to go now, Albert,’ she threw over her shoulder, the guilt assailing her once more. If only she had allowed them to remain with Peg! But she quickly shrugged off the emotion. The traders with whom she dealt were a hard bunch, and Albert and Samuel would grow up in their midst, having to fight if necessary, for survival. Things might have been different if their father had survived and their dreams of travelling across the sea to the golden Indian sands of Raj’s homeland had matured. But now, after the passing of five long years, Eve had only the memories of those dreams to console her.


‘Here’s the gap, Mum! I’ve found it!’ Samuel’s small hand closed tightly over hers as he urged her to follow him. ‘Step careful like over the bricks and slide down.’


Eve dropped to her knees. ‘Albert, you go first.’


‘Can’t,’ refused Albert stubbornly.


‘Come on, I’ll catch you,’ shouted Samuel already through.


‘Can’t,’ protested Albert again. ‘Me legs won’t work.’


Eve’s answer this time came less gently. ‘Son, if you choose to come this way to the dock walls, knowing full well I frown on that little adventure, then you can manage the effort now with my full consent. And I can tell you this, Albert Kumar, my patience is wearing thin!’


There was no hesitation now as he scrambled through and stood beside Samuel. Eve joined them and grasping hands, all three set off again.


At last they arrived at the top of Isle Street. Number three stood by itself in a deep dip. It was one of eight remaining dock cottages of an original ten; two had been reduced to rubble over the years, crumbling into the soft, unstable earth beneath. Their damp and decay was fed by a trickle of a stream that ran under their foundations, nuzzling its way to the docks beyond. Here it was occasionally blocked by a stone and then would turn in on itself and penetrate the cottage floors. To solve this problem, the leaking quarry tiles were covered in permanent layers of duckboards. It was rumoured that a big river flood would wash away Isle Street entirely – certainly number three, Peg’s cottage, that nestled in its own little valley.


Lamps bobbed in the darkness. There were voices, and Eve recognized one of them. As they hurried down the slope, there came the heart-warming cussing of Peg. Eve was not surprised to feel Albert break free of her grasp and run towards the familiar echo.


‘Lordy, just look at the state of you! Get yerselves in!’ commanded Peg, clad in her ancient fisherman’s cape and rope threaded hood. Hoisting a lamp above their heads, she peered closely at their wet faces. ‘I’ve been marching up and down the isle for the past three hours looking for you. A palace guard ain’t had as much exercise as I’ve had t’night.’


‘Sorry Peg, but the river’s up,’ Eve gasped as they hurried towards the cottage. ‘I’m surprised it ain’t followed us home.’


Peg put her shoulder to the wooden front door. ‘I’d send it back with a slap if it did!’ She pushed them inside.


Albert clung to her in the dim passage. ‘Old Father Thames was gonna gobble us up.’


She cackled loudly. ‘He’d spit you out, chic. The likes of you is too small to fill his plate.’


Samuel looked hopeful at the mention of food.


‘What’s to eat, Peg?’


‘First, get them wet clothes off, lads. The stove won’t light as the coke got rained on in the yard. But I put a nice bread and cheese supper upstairs for you.’


Eve began to strip off the boys’ wet clothes, leaving them in only their pants and vests.


They couldn’t wait to find their food.


‘Go on you two, get up them stairs and under the bedclothes to warm yourselves.’ Peg’s bush of frizzy grey hair sprang forth as she removed her hood and two gnarled brown fingers cuffed a drip from her long, crooked nose.


The boys ran up the stairs and Peg nodded to Eve. ‘Go on, you too, my girl. Hope to Gawd yer don’t get pneumonia. I knew you should have stayed with me t’night. Me rheumatics were playing me up terrible.’


Eve accepted the gentle rebuke for she knew it was warranted. It had been foolhardy to take the boys with her, but she had only meant to walk as far as Aldgate. A shower of rain was nothing to a flower-seller. It was her streak of stubborn determination that made her blind to the dangers and in losing her basket and nearly drowning her children she had paid a heavy price for not listening.


At the top of the stairs, Eve stood in the glow of the two Tilley lamps that Peg had lit, listening to the beat of the rain on the leaking roof. She could hear but not see the many drips that bounced mysteriously from the worm-eaten architraves to the bare boards below.


‘Hurry up, you two and into bed,’ she called as she passed the first room to her left, and entered the second.


‘Jimmy ain’t home, I tried his door,’ said Samuel, his teeth chattering as he hurried to pull on the cut downs, second-hand men’s combinations, he wore as pyjamas.


‘He might be sheltering from the storm. Them deliveries he makes for the paint factory take him all over the city.’ Eve knew how fond the boys were of Jimmy. He was a brother to them, with no family of his own, a waif from the streets. He regarded Peg as dearly as he would a mother for without her and the shelter and love she had given him over the years, he would, he maintained, have come to no good.


‘I’m going to buy meself a bicycle like Jimmy’s one day,’ Samuel grinned as he rolled back the warm woollen sleeves that overlapped his arms. ‘Ride it all the way up to the North Pole and back again.’


‘You’ll need a stronger pair of legs first, my lad,’ Eve smiled. ‘And a smart bicycle like Jimmy’s, needs saving up for.’


‘It’s cold at the North Pole,’ commented Albert dourly, securing the baggy cloth at his waist with a large button and frowning at his brother. ‘Wish I could sit by the stove. It’s freezing in here.’


‘You heard Peg, son,’ replied his mother. ‘The stove’s out.’


‘I bet it’ll be hot still, though.’


She patted his round bottom. ‘You’ll be just as warm in bed.’


Eve tucked her sons beneath the worn and welldarned bedclothes draped over the two small horsehair mattresses positioned side by side on the floor. A long chintz curtain divided the room. In the second space was Eve’s own brass bed. Its austerity was softened by a blanket embroidered with rainbow coloured silks. Next to this was a chest on which stood a white china jug and bowl. Four shelves overhead were filled with bottles; Eve’s own homemade remedies for ills and agues. A black framed photograph of Eve’s parents, a tall young man and dark haired girl, hung on the wall, illuminated in the lamp’s light.


‘Peg said I ain’t gonna die from being gobbled up,’ Albert chattered, drawing his eiderdown up to his nose. ‘I’m gonna die from nomonia instead. I just ’ope that sort of dying ain’t as horrible as it would’ve been drownin’.’


‘You’re not about to die of anything.’ Eve hid a rueful smile at her son’s unintended humour. ‘Unless it’s the complaints-ague. And even then, it won’t kill you, though you could be in mortal danger of getting jaw-ache.’


Samuel burst into laughter. Eve began to laugh too, and Albert finally joined in, pleased to be the centre of attention.


‘Can we eat our suppers now?’ Both boys eyed the two enamel plates overflowing with bread and cheese.


‘Yes, but chew slowly and don’t get crumbs in your beds.’


As they ate, Eve untied the tassel of the curtain, drawing it across the width of the room affording her a modicum of privacy. She was soaked to the skin and beginning to shiver uncontrollably. The noise of the rain on the roof was loud and threatening. How long would the storm last?


Taking a set of clean smalls from the bottom drawer of the chest, a warm jumper and skirt, she dried herself and dressed quickly. Her boots were ruined and wouldn’t be wearable for days. Slipping her feet into her only other pair, ones that were held together by a length of coarse string, she was suddenly filled with exhaustion. From early light this morning she had been collecting and preparing the winter flowers she bought from market. The early snowdrops sold well at the picture houses and theatres alike. But she had lost all her stock tonight! It was a calamity and she cringed to think of the loss.


As she sat wearily on her bed, her eyes closed and Raj’s dear face came to mind; her sailor husband who had lived here with her for three short years before his death. Somehow they had always made ends meet. Those years had been the happiest of her life.


‘Mum, I’ve finished me supper!’


‘So’ve I.’


Her sons’ voices brought her back to reality. Drawing back the curtain, she turned down the lamp, leaving a soft glow in the room.


‘Tell us a story. A river one,’ said Albert, as she placed the plates to one side and sat on his mattress. ‘About Old Father Thames and the Stink.’


Eve chuckled. ‘After tonight I don’t think I’ll tell you them stories again.’


‘I was only joking,’ yawned Albert. ‘I wasn’t really afraid. There ain’t no monster is there?’


‘Not if you don’t tempt him,’ said Eve warningly. ‘But if you play on the barges and fall in, you’ll soon find out what Old Father Thames looks like.’


‘Samuel makes me do it.’ Albert peeped accusingly at his brother from behind the sheet.


‘We only watch the other boys,’ Samuel said hurriedly. ‘We don’t jump the barges.’


‘I should hope not,’ said Eve firmly. ‘You know what happened to Tommy Higgins.’


Some years ago there had been a river fatality in Isle Street. Maude Higgins’ youngest son of fifteen had missed his footing whilst thieving from one of the barges. His body was swept away by the current and gruesomely retrieved weeks later. The Higgins’ six sons were rough diamonds, but they were salt of the earth and the loss of their brother had affected them deeply.


Eve indicated the bucket. ‘Do you want a wee?’


‘No, we done one whilst you was changing,’ giggled Samuel. ‘The bucket’s half full already from the leak in the roof.’


‘It came down on me head as I was doing one,’ chuckled Albert.


They all laughed and when Eve had kissed them both, she made the sign of the cross, saying one Our Father and One Hail Mary as was their usual nighttime prayer. ‘Goodnight and God Bless,’ she ended, ‘see you in the morning, by God’s good grace, Amen.’


‘Amen,’ replied the boys sleepily.


Tiptoeing to her small space, she took a tartan shawl from the chest. Though old and worn from its many flower-selling days, the shawl had been her mother’s and gave Eve great comfort. Pinning up her long hair, she glanced in the small mirror nailed on the wall. Her large amber eyes were heavy with tiredness, shielded by the flutter of her thick brown lashes. She knew from the photograph that her dark hair and delicate bone structure were inherited from her mother. Peg always maintained that if Sarah Flynn had survived the flu epidemic of 1918, she would have preserved her Irish good looks to this day, despite the hard work and worry that had had turned her hair prematurely grey. It was down to Sarah, she insisted, that Eve was possessed of the timeless beauty of her forefathers.


Another wave of tiredness crept over her as the noise of the rain on the roof seemed to increase. She turned and trod softly over to gaze at her sleeping children. Two little boys, both beautiful in their own way. A hard life awaited them. No amount of wishing otherwise could change the fact. But she had built up many contacts over the years and preserved a good reputation. The watercress would always sell well. The posies and buttonholes too, if you knew how to present them. These gifts from the earth were bread and butter to them. At least Albert and Samuel would inherit the knowledge.


Once more she leaned to kiss them lightly, then pulling her shawl round her, made her way downstairs.


In the kitchen, she found Peg cursing loudly. A pool of dirty brown water funnelled up through the kitchen duckboards making little whirlpools and sucking noises.


‘Isn’t there something we can do?’ Eve stood still, her eyes wide with concern.


Peg turned round slowly, a look of resignation on her lined, worn face. She snatched the dog end from her lips and cast it into the muddy puddle. ‘Watch this,’ she croaked.


Eve waited as the bobbing article made its way with speed to the feet of the stove. It swirled there and Eve held her breath, praying the level would drop. But then the dog end was sucked down between the two submerged clawed black feet of the stove.


‘It’s risin’,’ said Peg. ‘And fast.’


‘The stream must be blocked.’


The enormity of the problem suddenly struck Eve. Once the kitchen and scullery were flooded, what would happen? Would it flow over the kitchen step?


Peg muttered under her breath, shaking her head. ‘This is different, girl. We ain’t had nothing like this ’afore.’


Eve nodded in agreement. It was true, the stream had never raised the duckboards to make a lake of its own. Then Peg gave a hoarse gasp. Lifting a shaking finger she pointed along the passage.


Eve blinked and blinked again. It couldn’t be! A glistening tongue was creeping slowly but surely under the front door and moving towards them.




Chapter Two


Soon the water was running over the cracked linoleum and up to the stairs.


‘We need to build a barricade,’ said Eve, knowing as she spoke it was a ridiculous idea. The force outside the door was building, even the hinges were creaking.


‘It’d have to be a big one,’ sighed Peg, shaking her head. ‘No, there’s only one thing we can do and that’s to take shelter upstairs.’


Eve knew it was the only answer, even though she didn’t want to accept the fact.


‘Come on,’ said Peg, clutching Eve’s arm. ‘We’ve got to work fast. We’ll take the stuff what’s movable from me room up to safety. You get the food from the larder. Put it in the wicker basket hanging on the door. We don’t know how long this is going to last.’


Whilst Peg began to collect her things together, Eve returned to the kitchen. The water level had risen to ankle depth. She undid the string round her boots and removed them then, gritting her teeth against the cold, waded barefoot to the larder. Placing the cheese, bread and dripping she found there in the wicker basket, she hitched up her skirt and returned to the passage.


‘I took all me papers and bedclothes upstairs,’ said Peg breathlessly. ‘This here is me clothes. The furniture will have to look after itself. There ain’t much anyway. Just a few nice ornaments and I put them on the mantel.’ Peg paused, then said regretfully, ‘I don’t like to say it, ducks, but them little cress seedlings of yours will already be under water.’


Eve shrugged. ‘There’s nothing to be done about that.’ Her small patch of cress by the stream would be lost to the main thrust of water from the docks.


‘I’m sorry for you,’ said Peg heavily. ‘You’ve brought that little piece of land into life over the past few years.’


‘I’m not going to think about that now, Peg. We need to save all we can in the house. Don’t know how deep it’s going to get.’


Peg went back to her room and Eve took the food upstairs relived to find the boys still fast asleep. The creaks and gurgles of the cottage hadn’t woken them.


‘Blimey, look at your feet girl, they’re turning blue,’ Peg said when Eve returned to help her.


Until that moment Eve hadn’t felt her feet; the cold water had numbed them.


‘I took me boots off. They’re me only dry pair.’


‘Well, bloody well put them on then again. You won’t be no use to God nor man if your feet are frozen off.’


When Eve had put on her boots she lifted the two hooded capes from the nail on the wall.


‘Yeah, better take them,’ nodded Peg. ‘If the roof falls in we might need ’em.’ Despite the severity of the situation, she gave a chuckle. ‘Run them upstairs then come and help me with the mattress. I’ve cleared a space on top of the sideboard where it could balance.’


Eve was soon helping Peg to lift the sagging mattress on top of the wooden cabinet. It took them several attempts but finally it was in place.


‘It’d have to come waist high to reach this.’


Eve nodded. ‘Let’s roll up the rugs and put them high too.’


When all was complete, Peg pushed back her bush of hair. Wiping her hands down her thin face, she frowned. ‘We’d better turn off the lamp for safety’s sake.’


Eve did so, leaving the room in darkness. Only the lamps upstairs reflected a glow as they paddled through the wet passage and ascended the stairs.


‘Oh, me flamin’ rheumatics!’ exclaimed Peg as she paused half way. ‘Me pins are creaking like trees.’


‘Give me your hand,’ Eve extended her arm, ‘and I’ll help you up.’


‘The bugger you will!’ exclaimed Peg, waving her off. ‘I might be old and slow, but I ain’t dead yet.’


As Peg shuffled one stair at a time, Eve heard more gurgling outside. Was it about to force open the door?


‘I never thought this could happen,’ she said as Peg joined her on the landing.


‘Me neither,’ agreed Peg wearily, wiping the back of her hand across her forehead. ‘We’ve had a bit of spillage from the docks over the years, but nothing we can’t manage. Are the boys still kipping?’


Eve nodded. ‘They were a minute ago.’


‘Where the bloody ’ell has Jimmy got to?’ demanded Peg, frowning at the closed door to their left. ‘He should be here now, helping us out.’


‘P’raps he got cut off by the river,’ shrugged Eve. ‘Or the paint factory needs help.’


‘More like he’s onto a fiddle,’ grumbled Peg irritably.


Jimmy’s no angel, but it’s unusual for him to be absent this late at night, thought Eve worriedly. Or was it now the early hours of the morning?


A resounding crack came from downstairs. They both jumped as the cottage seemed to shudder.


‘The front door’s gone!’ whispered Peg. ‘Gawd help us.’


It was as they stood waiting for the next eruption that Eve realized the next few hours were going to be crucial. The cottage was old and already in a state of disrepair. Would it simply fall apart at its seams? Just how high would the river rise? What would they do if it came up the stairs?


It was dark; the lamps had finally burned out and the four small bodies were huddled together on the mattresses for warmth. They had drawn Peg’s eiderdown over them, unable to sleep as they listened to the sucking and swirling noises below.


‘Will Old Father Thames come in?’ said Albert in a small, frightened voice.


‘No, chic,’ Peg assured him. ‘Not whilst me and your mum have a say in it.’


‘Morning ain’t long now.’ Samuel’s little croak was a brave one. Eve knew he was frightened like his brother, but wouldn’t show it.


‘Yes, the daylight will cheer us up.’ Peg’s husky voice was coarse and deep, and she coughed and cursed herself for leaving her tobacco on the scullery windowsill.


‘But the water could come upstairs,’ persisted Albert. ‘And wash us away.’


Peg chuckled. ‘No chance of that love, ’cos Peg Riggs would tell it to sling its ’ook.’


Eve and the boys laughed, despite or perhaps because of their fear. Peg’s light-hearted defiance throughout the night had kept them going but when would the morning come? How high was the water? No one knew.


‘Is it going to be like the Great Stink again?’ asked Samuel, touching on Eve’s own concerns. ‘Has everyone’s lavs gone in the river?’


‘I ain’t done a poo in our lav today,’ giggled Albert. ‘But I done one at school.’


‘It don’t matter what goes down a lav, son,’ replied Peg with a chuckle, ‘it’s what’s comes up that’s the problem. And it won’t be just us, but every other poor sod who gets flooded out.’


‘Wonder what’s happened to the Higgins?’ Eve’s thoughts were with their rough and ready neighbours.


‘And what about Mr Petrovsky at number seven?’ said Samuel.


‘The authorities will send out the fire engines no doubt,’ suggested Eve. ‘With their pumps and long hoses.’


‘Yeah, but unless it’s the ones with horses, none of them motorized vehicles could get near us,’ Peg reflected.


‘They might send a ship,’ said Albert, ‘like our Dad’s, the Star of Bengal. It sailed all the way from India across seven seas. Tell us about it, Mum.’


Eve smiled in the darkness; the boys loved to hear the stories of their father over and over again.


‘Your dad was born in India,’ Eve’s voice was filled with a soft longing. ‘A beautiful paradise.’


‘Where the palm trees sway on the sand,’ Albert prompted, eager for her to continue.


‘Yes, and where it’s always hot even in the monsoon.’


‘That’s the big rains, ain’t it?’ Samuel said.


‘It rains for months solid,’ nodded Eve, ‘as I’ve described to you hundreds of times.’


‘We was going there,’ Samuel continued, taking up the story. ‘To meet our grandparents who was still alive when we was born.’


‘Was they all black?’ This interruption from Albert, his favourite question.


‘Your granddad was Indian, your grandma, Portuguese.’


‘What’s that then?’


‘A mixture. A bit like we are on the Isle of Dogs. People settle on the island from all over the world, since Queen Elizabeth’s time when the Mudchute was used as a hunting ground for her dogs. Your father came here not to live, but work for a big shipping company. They employ men from all over the world, called lascars. As I’ve told you many times, he started as a just “boy” but soon became “topman”. And you both know what “topman” means in English, don’t you?’


‘Able Seaman,’ shouted Samuel and Albert together.


‘Very good. And, of course, you know it was your father who brought us the watercress seeds and gave us our livelihood. You were only babies when we planted them in the stream and from that day forward they’ve grown there in abundance.’ She didn’t add that by now the delicate plants might have perished.


‘Tell us about our other granny,’ went on Samuel, eager not to fall asleep, but yawning loudly.


‘Aren’t you tired yet?’


‘No,’ said both boys sleepily.


Eve smiled. ‘Your other granny – the one called Sarah Flynn – was my mother and came from Ireland and sold flowers like us.’


‘She’s gone to heaven, ain’t she?’


‘Yes,’ replied Eve wistfully. ‘She died in the flu epidemic of 1918, just after the war.’


‘And Granddad is dead too, ain’t he?’


Before Eve could reply Albert interrupted. ‘Yeah, but he didn’t get the flu. He died from bein’ coloured yellow in the war.’


‘Will we get the flu or the yellow?’ asked Samuel knowing the answer already.


‘No and you’re not likely to,’ interrupted Peg with a nod to the shelf. ‘What with all your mother’s medicines up there.’


Silence descended at last as Albert snuggled down on the pillow. ‘Tell us about our granny, Peg. How she was your best friend.’


Peg gave a deep sigh. ‘Well, your gran was one in a million and I was proud to call her me best pal. She was the prettiest flower-seller in all of London and to be honest we had the time of our lives. Selling at all the theatre doors, we’d meet lots of ’andsome gents, who’d give us the eye and pay us a pretty penny for our posies. Like your mum, your granny had long brown hair when she was a girl and eyes of sparkling amber. But no man matched up to your granddad, of Irish descent too, but a true Cockney at heart. ’Course, like a prince and princess, they fell in love and got married. They had your mum, followed by a little boy but he didn’t survive, sad to say. Soon after, came the war. Now, you know all about that from school, how all the blokes were ’eroes and your granddad went off to fight for king and country. But he got the yella’, a bugger it was an’ all. They sent him ’ome on one of them ’ospital ships, but it was too late.’ Peg sighed again, her eyes sad and far away. ‘And as if the war weren’t enough with all its dead, then came the flu. I done all I could for your gran when she caught it, but she had no resistance. I reckon she missed your granddad so much that she decided to walk up heaven’s stairs to join him.’


‘The same stairs we’ll walk up one day,’ said Samuel as he too wriggled down into the warmth.


‘Yes, ducks, the same stairs.’


‘And we’ll see Tommy Higgins too. We can ask him what Old Father Thames looks like layin’ under all that water.’


Albert was silent. Eve knew he had fallen asleep. Within minutes Samuel also began to snore.


In the quietness, Eve felt a pang of deep regret for her sons. They had stories instead of real people to remember. The other kids at school took for granted their aunts and uncles, cousins and grandparents. Even their fathers and mothers. But there was no family left for Albert and Samuel, only her and Peg. And Peg wasn’t even blood related, although they considered her and Jimmy family, nonetheless. Eve had brought her boys up to believe in the hereafter, where one day they would join their father, family and friends again.


A slow, coarse chuckle came from Peg. ‘These kids don’t need no telling, they could repeat their family ’istory word for word. And heaven’s stairs – I ask you! It’s as real to them as Piccadilly Circus is to us. Though to tell you the truth, last night when I saw that water coming in, I would have gladly climbed up them stairs meself!’


‘Don’t say that Peg.’


‘Oh, I’m only having a laugh, gel. We’ve all got to go one day, and it don’t worry me in the least.’


Eve didn’t like to joke about losing Peg. She was all the family they had and the mainstay of their lives, the cog around which the family wheel turned. She had welcomed Raj into the household and loved him like a son.


Resting her head on the thin pillow, Eve thought of Raj, the tall, willowy young man she had met at the market whilst he was on shore leave from the Star of Bengal. Wearing a brightly coloured tarboosh on his head, pyjama like trousers on his long legs and heelless flat sandals, he had made a dashing and elegant figure. It was just after her mother’s death and to make her smile, he had bought her a bunch of carnations, coals to Newcastle was Peg’s expression. The handsome young sailor with skin the colour of dark gold had visited her again on his next leave. They had fallen in love and married, despite the prejudice against Asiatic seamen. Ten months later, their twins had been born. Eve knew that if Raj hadn’t fallen overboard, they would have been blissfully happy. Raj was the light of her life and she had their two beautiful boys to prove it.


Eve woke with a start. A grey light was streaming through the large holes in the lace curtains. There was an eerie silence, no dripping or gurgling or creaking. But the silence seemed worse.


Samuel and Albert lay fast asleep, but the space beyond them was empty. Peg was nowhere to be seen. Aware of a thumping headache that was beating inside her skull, Eve gently rolled back the covers. Easing herself from the mattress, she put on her boots and shawl, careful not to make a noise. The cottage was freezing, the door to their room closed. Opening it a fraction, Eve peered along the landing. Peg was sitting on the top stair. She was dressed in her heavy coat, her arms wrapped round herself against the cold.


She glanced up as Eve approached. ‘Hello, gel. I had to do a pee but didn’t want to disturb you. There was no point. See?’ She lifted a crooked finger to indicate downstairs.


Eve rubbed the tiredness from her eyes, pulling her shawl close round her shoulders. She gasped.


‘High, ain’t it?’


They gazed down at the filthy water that had covered the bottom stairs. ‘We’re marooned!’


‘That’s about the size of it.’


Eve rushed to the bedroom window as though it would present her with another picture. But as she moved the lace to one side, all she could see in the grim light of dawn was muddy brown water. A movement came from where the road used to be. A dog was swimming along. It only just kept its head above water. Soon it was out of sight. Eve pressed her nose against the glass.


To the right she could see nothing, only water, though numbers two and four opposite were visible, their derelict remains now deluged by water. It was such an incredible sight that Eve stood motionless.


Peg touched her shoulder. ‘At least the rain’s eased.’


‘How long has it been like this?’


Peg nodded to the black and blue sky. ‘Gawd only knows.’


‘No sign of the Higgins.’


‘They’d be luckier than us. They’re all sitting high.’


Eve turned to Peg and shook her head. ‘How are we going to get out?’


‘Dunno, ducks. We’ll have to wait and see.’


‘I can’t believe we’re surrounded. Do you think the walls will hold?’


Peg shrugged. ‘They did a fair bit of complaining last night.’


‘The noises have stopped now.’


‘Yeah and it’s this silence I don’t like. Feels like there’s no other bugger left on earth.’ Peg coughed and looked round the small room filled with their salvaged belongings. Her lined face broke into a thousand creases as she smiled at the sight of the sleeping children. ‘Bless ’em. We’ll let them kip until it’s really light. Then we’ll have something to eat. See what to do afterwards.’


‘Someone will help, won’t they?’


Again Peg smiled. ‘’Course they will. The king’s sent out the royal yacht for us. It’ll be sailing up Isle Street in just a minute or two.’


The irony of Peg’s words was not lost on Eve. She couldn’t imagine the king having to retreat upstairs in Buckingham Palace as all the posh furniture and carpets were ruined below. The Palace Guard would be out in their dozens blocking up every inch of space. She sighed as she reflected on the two derelict cottages across the road. Families had lived there once, before the walls crumbled. Who were they and what were they like? Would someone one day ask that question of number three?


Time wore on and the rain continued to fall. Eve had no idea what time it was; no one had a watch and Peg’s clock was downstairs on the mantel.


As the hours passed all they could do was sit and wait. Eve had talked to Peg about the big clear up that was sure to take place when the water went down, but their conversation was short. A house flooded to this degree might stay partially flooded for weeks. And even if the water went down, there would be an unmentionable mess to remove. It was too big to consider and their spirits sank. The food was the only distraction and it would not last for ever. The water was rationed, the bucket was filling – and not just with rain. Their circumstances were dire.


Every so often a noise outside could be heard and they’d rush to the window, but it seemed as if everyone had forgotten Isle Street. The house in the dip in particular.


‘Why don’t someone help us?’ said Eve impatiently, going to the window again. ‘Someone must.’


‘Is it raining again?’ asked Samuel, standing beside her and peering over the edge of the sill.


‘No, it’s stopped for a while.’


Just then they heard an echo. It was tiny at first, a lonely wail in the distance. And then it got louder.


Eve gasped. ‘Look, it’s a boat!’


They stared in wonder as a small clinker rowing boat appeared. ‘It’s Jimmy!’ they shouted as Peg and Albert joined them at the window.


Everyone jumped up and down. ‘It’s Jimmy, and he’s come to save us!’


Eve hoped that was true. But the boat was small and a bit lopsided. Eve pushed up the sash and a cold wind blew in their faces, but they didn’t care. Jimmy had come to their rescue!


‘’Ang on a sec, I’ll have to tie up somewhere.’ Jimmy stood gingerly up in the boat. It banged against the wall of the cottage and he sat down again. Catching hold of the oars he slid them safely to the bottom of the boat.


‘Jimmy! Jimmy!’ cried Samuel and Albert.


‘’Ello, everyone.’


‘Where the bleeding ’ell, have you been,’ Peg called down.


‘Finding meself a decent boat,’ cried Jimmy as he gazed up. ‘They’re all out, rescuing people.’


Eve calculated the height from the top window where they were all gathered down to the boat. It was too much of a drop to jump.


‘How deep is it?’ she called as Jimmy caught hold of the submerged lamppost.


‘About three feet I should think. Too deep to walk in, it would come up to your waist. And anyway, it’s filthy.’


‘Oh, gawd,’ sighed Peg, beside Eve. ‘The drains must have gone.’


‘Is it the Big Stink again?’ cried Albert.


‘Dunno. But it won’t do us no good swimming in it.’


Eve leaned forward. ‘Can you see in through the door, Jimmy, to the stairs? Could we jump from them to the boat?’


‘You’d never get across. Tell you what, I’ll row round the side of the cottage, see if I can get up on the khazi roof below my window. Maybe there’s room for me to tie up and you could climb down.’


Before Eve could reply, Jimmy had pushed off.


‘I’m too old for all this,’ said Peg suddenly. ‘How am I going to shin down a roof at my age?’


‘We’ll help you, Peg.’ The boys regarded her with concern.


‘Sit down a minute on me bed,’ said Eve gently. ‘Me and the boys will go into Jimmy’s room first, see what the lookout is.’


With shoulders hunched, Peg pulled her coat round her and disappeared behind the curtain. Eve knew that it would not be easy for Peg to negotiate the corrugated iron roof, much less jump from the wall into Jimmy’s boat.


Eve and the twins found Jimmy’s small room cold and damp. A hole in the rafters had grown larger and the permanent pail on the floor beneath was overflowing. The surrounding boards were wet, as was the blanket on top of the bed. The only thing that seemed dry was a chest in the corner, hiding the neglected, exposed brickwork.


‘Lift the sash with me boys.’ They all pushed up the wooden frame of the window. It was stiff, swollen by the rain.


Outside in the yard the water resembled a brown sea with odd looking icebergs. Buckets, boxes, bales of straw, barrels and papers bobbed up and down. There was even a dead chicken which gave Eve the shivers but fascinated the twins. She tried not to look at it.


The boat came slowly into view. Jimmy almost lost an oar, but then caught it.


‘I’ll tie me bit of rope to the top of the wall,’ he shouted, pushing back his spiky brown hair from his face as the boat rocked dangerously. In his belted donkey jacket and trousers encircled at the ankles he looked not much older than the twins.


‘Do you think it’s safe on the lav roof?’ Eve called.


‘I slid down it lots of times,’ said Samuel. ‘It’s easy.’


‘Me too,’ agreed Albert. ‘We jump all the lav roofs to climb up to the ships’ bowsprits.’


‘I hope the neighbours don’t catch you,’ said Eve worriedly, ‘’specially Mr Petrovsky. He’s not keen on little boys ever since they broke his window playing football.’


‘It wasn’t us.’ Samuel grinned at his brother. ‘And we wasn’t even playing football.’


‘Look, Jimmy’s climbing up.’ Samuel pointed to the small, agile figure of Jimmy Jones balancing his way along the top of the wall.


‘’Ello mateys, Jimmy at your service.’ He shinned up the roof like a monkey.


‘We thought rescue would never come!’ Eve exclaimed. ‘What’s happening? Is all London flooded?’


‘Yeah,’ nodded Jimmy, his big eyes wide. ‘The Chelsea Embankment’s collapsed and even the House of Commons is under water. Not to mention the Underground and the Blackwall and Rotherhithe tunnels. Someone said the moat at the Tower has filled up and that’s been empty for nearly an ’undred years.’


‘What about the Higgins?’ asked Eve. ‘And Mr Petrovsky?’


‘The Higgins are away. And the old boy at number seven wasn’t touched as he’s higher up. When I row you back to Westferry Road, the Sally Army are waiting to take you to the nearest church hall with hot food and beds for the night.’


‘Thank the Lord for that,’ sighed Eve.


‘What’s going on?’ Peg shuffled her way towards them.


‘Jimmy’s rescuing us,’ shouted the boys. ‘Then we’re going for a dinner up the Sally Army.’


‘Can you take us all?’ asked Eve, doubtful that the small craft could fit in all four.


‘Yeah, dead easy,’ Jimmy assured them. ‘I’m a first class rower.’


But Eve wasn’t so certain. Jimmy might be able to ride a bicycle like the wind, but he hadn’t seemed proficient with the oars. What would happen if the boat capsized?




Chapter Three


After some debate, they decided the two boys should go first. Jimmy held the boat steady with the rope as, clad in caps, scarves and raincoats, they slipped down the closet roof to the yard wall. A gust of wind made the little boat sway and Eve held her breath as she watched Jimmy help first Albert and then Samuel aboard.


‘I’ll be back before you can blink,’ Jimmy called as he untied.


‘You keep my babies safe, or else, Jimmy Jones!’ Eve wagged her finger as she watched her boys being rowed away, her emotions torn. She prayed the boat wouldn’t sink. It didn’t look safe and the rain had started again and was falling steadily into it. But who else would rescue them?


‘Suppose we’d better get out there ourselves,’ said Peg when the boat had gone. ‘Be ready for the wanderer’s return.’


They dressed in the capes and after climbing carefully out of the window herself, Eve reached back in to help Peg.


‘This is a right caper, girl,’ said Peg, falling back in again. ‘I’ll skid down that roof like a roller skate in all this wet.’


Eve shook her head. ‘No you won’t. Hold on to me.’


‘Oh, all right,’ sighed Peg, grabbing her hand. ‘I’m all yours.’


Eve put one hand around Peg’s waist as she sat on the window ledge, then pulled.


‘Blimey, you’re only small, but you’ve got the strength of ’ercules,’ gasped Peg as she tumbled down on to the roof.


‘Are you all in one piece?’ Eve helped her up.


‘I dunno. But me mouth is still working.’


They stood like two full-blown sails on the unstable roof, clinging to the sill.


‘Right, off you go,’ said Peg. ‘Slide down and I’ll join you.’


Lowering herself and, reluctantly leaving Peg, Eve slid down to the wall.


A few seconds later, the sight of a large green cape billowing above her, made Eve gulp.


‘Go steady, Peg.’


‘I can’t do nothing else!’


With a whoosh, Peg let go of the sill and somehow ended up beside Eve. They put their arms round each other, half laughing, half crying in the wind and rain.


‘An acrobat at my age!’ exclaimed Peg with a throaty chuckle. ‘Now, I just hope that Jimmy don’t lose his way back to us and end up down Greenwich Reach.’


Eve smiled, but it soon faded as the rain soaked them once more. They clung together, waiting for rescue.


At first Eve didn’t hear the shouts. She was too busy burying her head into Peg’s neck, holding on for dear life as the rain tried to wash them off their precarious perch.


‘Ahoy there!’ A deep voice came over the drum of the rain.


Eve looked up. Squinting against the waterfall that seemed to be over them, she saw it wasn’t Jimmy but another boat. Steering with a long, thin pole, aiming towards her, was a tall figure dressed in navy blue. Another man, clad in a blue cape and hood sat at the helm. On the side of the boat was a sign that read, ‘Property of the Port of London’.


‘It’s the police,’ said Eve, surprised at their appearance. There was no love lost between the law and islanders. To see them attempting to help ordinary folk was a rarity.


‘Take hold of the pole,’ the young man shouted. ‘And step towards me.’


‘You took your time!’ cried Peg as Eve helped her forward. ‘You better catch me laddo! I ain’t no spring chicken and I’d sink like a stone if I fell in.’


‘Just catch the pole,’ said the calm voice. ‘I’ll do the rest.’


Peg gave him a grimace then grabbed the pole. The boat banged against the side of the wall. Before Peg could cry out, the young man had swung her down in the boat.


Eve could hardly see through the fine, watery mist that seemed to be rising up from the flood. ‘Hold on, miss.’ The boat rocked as he positioned the pole for Eve to hold. Her clothes felt heavy and seemed to weigh her down as she stepped forward. If she fell, swimming would be out of the question. How fast would she sink?


‘You’re safe now.’ In the blink of an eye she was caught by the waist and transferred to the boat.


‘You all right, gel?’ croaked Peg as they sat, shivering together, and the policeman pushed off from the wall.


Eve nodded. She was aware of the brilliant blue gaze of their rescuer as he gave them a smile, something that was rarely seen on the face of the enemy.


Despite Peg’s glare, Eve was almost tempted to return it.


That night the boys lay fast asleep on the rush mats provided by the Salvation Army. After a meal of hot soup, bread and cheese, they had all been provided with a blanket and pillow. The chapel hall used for the emergency was crowded with victims of the storm. A dozen red-ribboned bonnets bobbed here and there, tending to the needy. The pungent aroma of soup from the kitchens mingled with the humid smell of wet bodies and clothes as they dried out in the crowded hall.


‘Well, it could be worse,’ said Peg, draining the last dregs of tea from her mug. ‘We’ve filled our stomachs and got a dry roof over our heads.’


Eve was sitting with a blanket around her shoulders on the hard bench next to Peg. Their wet clothes had dried on them, and she was trying hard not to worry about the cottage. How bad was the damage? Would they ever be able to live there again? Certainly it would be contaminated. All Peg’s furniture must be soaked through, the couch and chairs especially. Had the mattress on the sideboard fared better?


But for all their problems they were luckier than some.


‘Poor buggers,’ said Peg, shaking her head. ‘Wonder if the rest of the country suffered too?’


Eve shuddered. ‘We’ll know soon enough. Look, the captain is going to speak to us.’


A large, portly man in uniform cleared his throat, waving a sheaf of papers in front of him. ‘I’m sure you are all curious to know what’s happened to the city. Well, I can tell you. Everywhere has suffered. Even the Tate Gallery was flooded and some of the valuable exhibits were lost.’


Eve glanced round. There was surprise on people’s faces, but not alarm. The Tate could be a million miles away from their world of poverty and deprivation. The exhibits were only relics of history, not real life. They wanted to know about their homes.


‘And worst of all,’ continued the captain, ‘lives have been lost.’


A loud ‘Oh!’ went up, a distinct reaction and the captain nodded gravely.


‘Very sad indeed. We are given to understand that the worst affected areas are as follows: Millbank has suffered greatly, with many of its old buildings and warehouses swept away. There is flooding at Charing Cross and Waterloo Bridge and roads all over the city have been lost to several inches of water. Tramcars have been abandoned and the public subway at Westminster Bridge is flooded to a depth of four feet. Now, about the island . . .’


There was absolute silence. Everyone was holding their breath as they waited for news of their own homes.


‘Unfortunately we haven’t any detailed information.’


A collective groan filled the room.


The captain raised his hand. ‘Be patient, as now the rain has eased, we hope that the water will recede. For tonight, try to sleep well and with luck you will all be home tomorrow.’


Before anyone could stop him to ask questions, he made a swift exit.


‘He don’t want to tell us the worst,’ said Peg. ‘Maybe tomorrow we’ll find out from his ’oppos.’


Eve nodded thoughtfully. She was longing for a good wash. Her hair, hanging in tangled tails, needed a brush, but she didn’t have one. No one had anything. Like her and Peg, they had left most of it behind. Everyone was down to the bare minimum.


‘I’m all done in, gel. Don’t fancy kipping on them rush mats, but it’s better than nothing. Reckon I’d kip on a bed of nails tonight.’


Eve suppressed a yawn. ‘Do you think Jimmy is all right? He disappeared after rowing the boys to safety.’


‘You can understand why. He probably spotted them grasshoppers.’


‘Hope he’s not up to mischief.’


‘No more than anyone else in this day and age,’ replied Peg. ‘And a blue uniform is enough to send chills down anyone’s spine.’


‘At least they rescued us.’


‘Took their time, though.’


Eve knew that Peg distrusted the police as did most of the islanders. Old Bill was not well regarded in the East End. Tradesmen and flower-sellers were often targets, moved on from corner to corner by an unsympathetic constable. If there was a problem to sort, it was kept amongst the community where rough justice was preferred to the long arm of the law.


Peg gave a loud cough and her hair shivered like a windblown bush. ‘Right, let’s get our heads down,’ she sighed. Reaching under her skirt she began to loosen her stockings. ‘What you lot looking at?’ she growled to the family next to them who were all eyes.


‘Thought you was gonna produce a golden egg,’ laughed a man in a woollen hat and overcoat.


‘Wish I could, mate,’ responded Peg good-naturedly. ‘I’d flap me arms and cluck like a chicken all night long if gold was the prize.’


Everyone joined in the joke; they were the lucky ones and they knew it. The atmosphere in the church hall was one of relief and hope, despite the incoming bad news.


Soon Peg was snoring loudly on her mat, but Eve couldn’t sleep. Her mind was full of the events of the last two days. First the storm and then the flood. And finally the rescue by a smiling policeman who had courteously helped them on to dry land at Westferry Road.


Just as Eve’s eyes began to close she heard Albert cough. Sitting bolt upright, she looked across at him. He turned over, snuffling under his blanket. She hoped this wasn’t the start of a cold.


She lay down again listening to the coughs and sneezes filling the hall. The germs would be having a field day in the damp and confined space. Eve sighed, what would tomorrow bring?


Breakfast consisted of porridge and a slice of dry bread with a mug of weak tea. The windows of the hall were no longer streaked with rain but condensation; a grey but dry morning had dawned. Everyone was waiting for news of their homes as the Army members came round.


A young girl dressed in uniform, but with her bonnet tied rather crookedly, approached. She carried a notebook and pencil.


‘I’m Clara,’ she told them hesitantly. ‘Have you eaten breakfast?’


Eve, Peg and the two boys nodded. They had been told that there was to be a service for flood victims in the room next door. The congregation was going to pray for all the casualties of the storm. But no one paid attention. There were more important things to get on with, like going home.


‘Where is it you live?’ Clara sat down by the boys who shuffled up to make space for her.


‘Isle Street,’ Eve replied.


‘Oh, dear.’ Clara’s pale cheeks flushed. She glanced down at the notebook.


‘Go on then, gel,’ said Peg sharply. ‘Spit it out. What’s the damage?’


‘The captain’s made a list of the streets that are still flooded. I’m sorry to say that Isle Street is one of them.’


‘Bugger,’ muttered Peg, then sniffed. ‘Sorry.’


‘How bad is it?’ asked Eve.


‘I don’t know. But it won’t be possible for you to return yet. And even when you do – well, there will be a lot of clearing up.’


‘You mean the lavs overflowed?’


Clara blushed again. ‘It was unavoidable, I’m afraid. In such a storm.’


‘So is it gonna be like the Great Stink?’ Albert looked shyly up at the pretty young girl beside him.


She smiled gently. ‘No, not as bad. London’s got a better drainage system now. But the water rose so high, no one could have anticipated the damage that we’re hearing about.’


‘Is it true people have died?’ asked Eve.


‘Yes, I’m afraid so.’


‘Was it just the storm that done it?’ Peg wrinkled her brow.


‘The newspapers say it was a sudden thaw after Christmas and the heavy falls of snow at the river’s source, in the Cotswold Hills, combined with the storm.’


‘That don’t help us, much,’ said Peg crossly. ‘What are we going to do now?’


Clara shifted uneasily. ‘We’re trying to re-house the most needy first. That is, the children and the aged—’ Clara stopped and went scarlet as she glanced at Peg.


‘You’re calling me old and decrepit?’


‘I didn’t mean to offend you.’


But Peg only laughed. ‘I’m only ’avin an ’at and scarf, love.’ She looked the young girl in the eyes, ‘But I can tell you this for nothing, your superiors have dropped you in at the deep end with this lot. Bet you ain’t been round the pubs yet?’


Clara shook her head.


‘They’ll soon toughen you up. You’re good sorts, the Sally Army. But don’t you go trying not to hurt people’s feelings. Just say it like it is.’


Clara gave a hesitant smile. ‘I’ll try to remember that.’


‘And don’t go judging a book by its cover. I still got me wits about me even though me body works a bit slower these days. I may look past me prime, but me noddle is in full possession of its faculties.’


‘The Army is only trying to prioritize the situation.’


‘Well, you don’t have to worry about me, I ain’t claiming priority attention.’


Clara looked hopeful. ‘In that case, I’m sure we can find the two boys a bed for the night.’


But now it was Eve who objected. ‘We’re not splitting up, we’re a family and staying together.’ She wouldn’t be parted from her boys, no matter what.


Clara looked confused. ‘But I’ve got no one on my list that would take all four of you.’


‘Why can’t we stay here?’ demanded Peg.


‘The chapel is already refuge to the homeless. We have little space now.’


‘That’s what we are,’ pointed out Eve, ‘homeless.’


‘Yes – temporarily, but you see, even when the water goes down—’


‘It will mean a lot of clearing up, yes, we know,’ said Eve, nodding vigorously. ‘And we’re not asking for any help, just somewhere to stay until we return.’


Clara looked at the two boys. She frowned. ‘Do you have any relatives you could call upon – temporarily?’


‘No,’ said Eve. ‘None.’


Peg grimaced, then looked at Clara. ‘Me sister lives up Blackwall in Bambury Street. Council tenement it is. I ain’t seen our Joan in years, nor her old man.’


Eve knew that Joan Slygo and her husband were estranged from Peg. She didn’t know why, Peg never spoke of it.


‘Well, perhaps this is the answer for a joyful reunion,’ said Clara, her eyes wide. ‘The Lord, you know, works in mysterious ways. In your case, this storm and its ravages could have been sent for a purpose.’


Peg stared in surprise at the young woman, then threw back her head and laughed riotously. ‘Well, dearie, if the Lord gets me and mine a bed to kip on under me sister’s roof tonight, I’ll bloody well go round sellin’ the War Cry meself.’


Eve couldn’t hide her amusement and the boys began to giggle. She knew they didn’t understand what was going on, but even Clara began to smile.


‘There’s always hope,’ she said quietly. ‘All the churches on the island are making a valiant effort to help the flood victims. Perhaps I could come with you? Sometimes the sight of our uniform and all that it stands for, helps to pave the way.’


Peg, who had just managed to control her laughter, began to laugh once more. ‘You’re a card you are my girl! To tell you the truth, I ain’t had such a good laugh in years. And if I have another good chuckle standing outside Joan’s door, when she hears those pearls of wisdom, then it’ll be worth the fag of going over.’


Eve saw the mischievous light in Peg’s eyes and prepared herself for another eventful day.
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