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Chapter 1


Carla Schofield was just eighteen years old, but the head she had on her shoulders would convince folk that she was much older. The harsh reality of life had long caused her to realise that money was an absolute necessity. From an early age she had always been able to laugh a lot, and that had encouraged people to laugh with her. She had grown into a tall, slim, confident girl with perfect clear skin and hair the colour of a polished horse chestnut. She was open and friendly and she loved every member of her family with no exceptions. Her mother Ellen had died some years ago.


‘Stop staring out of the window, you do far too much day-dreaming.’ Her uncle Sidney’s words brought Carla up with a start.


‘I’ve already mixed the porridge and put the kettle on,’ she was quick to tell him.


She made the tea and held out a steaming mug to her uncle. ‘Pass that to Grandad, will you, and put a couple of biscuits on a saucer for him. I’ll get his breakfast soon.’


Grandad was such a dear, Carla thought. He had been only fifty years old when his wife had died, leaving him with four sons and a daughter. He had spent all his working life in the dockyards, and in turn, three of his sons had followed him there to become dockers – unskilled casual labourers. Only Fred, the eldest boy, had taken a different path. He hadn’t liked the idea of being a docker and had started his working life as a telegram boy. He had proved his worth and today was a licensed waterman. Still employed by the Royal Mail, he had his own small craft which he used to deliver letters and packages to ships in dock.


Thousands of dockers, stevedores, lightermen, seamen and ancillary workers depended directly on the Port of London for a living. Any man who had a regular job as a docker was especially lucky. To get taken on as a casual labourer, there was a degrading system in force. Dozens of men, young and old, would be trying their best to get work. First they had to get past the foreman, an unpleasant man who enjoyed his power. He would have a handful of brass tickets, which he would throw on to the ground. The crowd of men would dive down, fighting and kicking in order to get their hands on one. The foreman thought it was the greatest joke in the world; sometimes he would even stamp on a hand that had managed to grab one of the tickets that would ensure a man a full day’s work.


It was a hateful job, labouring in the vilest of weather on monotonous and often ill-paid jobs, without the slightest hope of better conditions. Yet to be made a permanent labourer at twenty-one was the height of good fortune. If a man remained on this grade until he was seventy, he was given the maximum pension of ten shillings a week.


Carla shuddered at her own thoughts. The times she had sat on the floor, resting her shoulders back against her grandad’s knees and listening to him relate the terms and conditions of living within the dockland area, and how families in the East End of London always came up smiling. She wasn’t at all sure that last fact was entirely accurate.


All thoughts of the wrongs and rights of this life were suddenly driven from Carla’s head by the clanging of tin cans being kicked along the road and the sound of running footsteps. Hastily she removed the pan of porridge from the gas and moved across the floor so that she could look out of the kitchen window. She knew what she was going to see, and it always made her smile. Six or seven young lads, all looking like ragamuffins, though there was no mistaking that they were full of the joys of spring, despite the fact that the morning was bitterly cold.


God alone knows how they got into the dockyards, Carla grinned to herself, but come hell or high water they managed it time and time again, and by the looks of it they’d done well for themselves today. Bits and pieces shoved under their jackets, pockets bulging, and their laughter ringing out loud and clear. Of course, they didn’t get away with it all the time. When caught, their ears were practically pulled from their heads by the burly dock police, and for good measure a kick up the arse as they ran away. Still the local lads went back, especially when cargoes of fresh fruit were left lying about. The spoils they managed to shove up their jerseys always provided a little treat for them and their families.


Carla poured herself a cup of tea. She did not sit down to drink it, but began gathering her belongings together. As she did so, she thought what a wise old bird her grandad was. He still had all his marbles even if his limbs were not strong enough to enable him to get about as much as he would have liked. Smiling to herself, Carla remembered how much this elderly man loved to get involved in any political argument going. Last year Neville Chamberlain had returned from Germany waving a piece of paper which he’d said would guarantee ‘peace for our time’. Grandad hadn’t been the only one who hadn’t had faith in that promise, and now it was generally accepted that the country was on the way to being involved in a second war.


It didn’t bear thinking about.


Carla loved all four of her uncles and their wives and children, and was thankful that their marriages were happy ones. She also loved the fact that they all lived locally. But she couldn’t help wondering where her father was now, and why he had gone away. No answers had ever been forthcoming. No quarrel had taken place, or so she had been told. When Grandma had died, it had seemed natural that Ellen, the only daughter, should stay at home and take care of her father. Then Leonard Kingston had appeared on the scene. He had moved into the house, and there had been talk of them getting married in the very near future. All in the garden had appeared to be fine. Then Ellen had become pregnant, and without so much as a goodbye note Leonard had upped and left. To this day, not a word from him and certainly no financial support.


As a youngster, Carla had often wished she had a dad, but that feeling never lasted long, and as she shook it off, she would always count her blessings. She was Carla Schofield. At school she was never punched, kicked or even teased. It was a well-known fact: you hurt one member of the Schofield family and the whole gang would be on you like a ton of bricks.


Carla finished getting ready and glanced in the mirror. ‘I’ve laid your tray, Grandad, and later on Daisy is going to bring you a bowl of soup and a couple of sausage rolls. That should see you all right until I get home.’


‘I’ll be fine, gal. Stop yer fussing and get going.’ Lowering his head, he peered up through the kitchen window at the rooftops. ‘God almighty, there’s been a heavy frost in the night. You mind how you go, pet.’


Carla bent over the old man, stroked his thinning hair and then kissed his forehead. ‘I’ll be fine, Grandad,’ she assured him.


As she straightened up, she heard the street door open, and then the kitchen door was almost blown off its hinges by the force of the wind raging outside.


‘Fred!’ Carla screamed with delight, staring at her uncle. His cheeks were pinched and his nose quite red, but notwithstanding the cold, his mouth broke into a mischievous grin. ‘What the hell are you doing here this time of the morning?’


In two strides he crossed the floor and flung his brawny arms around her shoulders. ‘I got to thinking you might like a lift to work this morning, seeing as how it’s cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey. You can travel in a Royal Mail van just so long as yer keep yer head down.’


Carla smiled her delight. ‘Must be my lucky day, eh, Grandad?’


‘No more than you deserve, my pet. Must say, it does me old heart a power of good to see how the boys look after you. Four sons and God knows how many grandsons I’ve got, but only one daughter and a gem of a granddaughter.’ To himself he added: No thanks to that stinking swine Leonard Kingston. Some days I almost wish he would cross our doorstep again. On second thoughts, best not. If the bugger did walk in, it would be a toss-up who got to him first. One thing would be for sure: his wedding tackle would never be in working order again.




Chapter 2


Carla worked for a Jewish family who owned several dry-cleaning businesses. At least that was how it had started out. Today, several shops later, the business had become much more upmarket. She had been taken on as an apprentice when she left school at the age of fourteen. However, it hadn’t taken long for Mr and Mrs Harrison and their son Wally to realise that she could be very useful in so many ways.


To begin with, she had volunteered to sew missing buttons on to garments that had been brought into the shop for cleaning. Next she had mended a seam that had come undone on a pair of men’s trousers. Now, four years later, she was kept busy doing repair jobs and had proved her worth by making uniforms for herself and the other girl she worked with. Mr Harrison had provided the material, a good-quality navy-blue linen. Carla had been given a free hand as to the style. The skirt was pleated from the waist down to calf length; the dress had a plain round neck, long sleeves and a white collar made from heavy lace. The finishing touch was a line of pearl buttons down the front, plain but expensive-looking.


Time permitting, because the shop at Stockwell in South London was very well patronised, Carla was working on an evening cloak for Mrs Harrison: black velvet with a black sateen lining. Both bales of cloth had come into the shop from an unknown source. Mrs Harrison had also acquired a pair of gold link buttons, a beautiful touch which embellished the cloak perfectly.


Fred brought the van to a halt just around the corner from the shop. He jumped down on to the pavement and slid the passenger door back, then reached in to help Carla down on to the pavement. The look on his face was grim.


‘What’s wrong, Fred?’ she asked.


He didn’t answer, instead nodding towards where the newspaper man had his stall set out on the opposite corner of the road. A huge placard declared: GERMANY INVADES POLAND.


‘Now tell me we are not on the brink of another war,’ Grandad shouted at his sons as he folded his newspaper. It was no longer any good hoping that the trouble with Germany would blow over.


Sure enough, on Sunday 3 September, the whole Schofield family were gathered around Grandad’s wireless as the announcement came loud and clear: ‘Britain is now at war with Germany.’


Neighbours, old and young alike, poured into the street. Sirens blared out from the dockyards. There wasn’t a woman that wasn’t crying. Some had thrown their aprons up over their faces. Granny Blackshaw spoke for them all as she whispered, ‘Our sons will have to go to fight like our husbands did in the last war. How many will be killed this time?’


Air-raid sirens sounded in many parts of Britain. They were all false alarms, but it was a grim reminder that in this coming war, civilians would be in the front line right from the beginning.


But unlike 1914, Britain in 1939 was better prepared for the nightmare that lay ahead. Every window of every house had to have blackout curtains, and on buses, trams and other forms of public transport, windows were heavily taped to prevent flying glass. The tiniest hint of light from the edge of a window prompted an angry shout of ‘Put that light out!’, with the possible consequence of a fine or prison sentence. If you weren’t careful, folk might even become suspicious and assume that you were signalling to German aircraft.


Everyone was urged to grow their own food, whether it be on an allotment, in the garden or even in a window box. Ration books were already in use, and quantities would get smaller and smaller if the war went on too long. Feeding a family had become an ordeal.


The government offered every household in the big cities an Anderson air-raid shelter, to be erected in the garden. Many young children from the cities were evacuated to the country. It was sheer torture to watch the parents saying their goodbyes to these poor little mites. Far too often the strangeness of the countryside and the totally different way of life there made the arrangement an absolute catastrophe, and many families brought their children back home.


‘If we’re gonna die, then we’ll all die together,’ was a comment heard from many a mother’s lips. That was exactly the way every member of the Schofield family felt. Come what may, they were going to stay together.


So far none of the Schofield men had received their call-up papers, but they were all well aware that it was only a matter of time.


At least there was the occasional ray of light in between the bad news put out over the radio. Some cinemas were still functional, and were advertising a movie that would run for three hours. The title was Gone with the Wind. An unknown English actress, Vivien Leigh, had been chosen for the much-envied part of Scarlett O’Hara, playing opposite Hollywood’s leading man, Clark Gable.


Mrs Harrison had given Carla two pounds for the velvet cloak, and Carla decided that she and her aunts deserved a treat. She had queued up outside the cinema for three quarters of an hour, and when she reached the cash desk was told that if she wanted five tickets, the earliest day she could have them would be the first Monday in May – that was, in ten days’ time.


‘The date is fine,’ Carla smiled, ‘but please, what kind of seats are they, and how much will they cost?’


‘Dress circle, third row back, and the cost will be half a crown each.’


Carla found a space along the wall and stood there carefully stowing the precious tickets in her bag. She was feeling quite pleased with herself, as she had expected them to be more expensive. She wasn’t quite sure, but she thought the dearest seat in this cinema would normally be about two shillings; since this film ran for three hours, she was thrilled that the tickets had only cost her twelve shillings and sixpence.


What a wonderful evening that was! The five of them laughed and cried, and they weren’t alone. This film was proving to be one of the most popular movies ever made.




Chapter 3


At night, after Carla had eaten her evening meal, she was picked up by Mr Harrison in his car.


‘God alone knows how long it will be before there’s no more petrol to be had, but it will happen eventually,’ he complained as he drove her to his big house on the far side of Clapham Common.


Carla had proved herself to be a remarkable needlewoman, and Mr Harrison had recognised her worth. Having foreseen the shortages that were bound to come, he had bought up every bale of material he could lay his hands on, and turned two rooms in his family home into a workshop.


Carla had grasped the opportunity, designing and sewing garments for Mr Harrison’s growing number of clients. It wasn’t long before she was well aware that her boss was doing very nicely from the fruits of her labours. And she was profiting from the business too, with Mr and Mrs Harrison paying her a reasonable sum for each item they sold.


All good things must come to an end sometime. And reality hit the Schofield families with a vengeance. All four brothers had received their call-up papers. Carla was finding it hard to be brave. The women had decided that the railway station would be too crowded and the atmosphere far too gloomy for them to see their men off from there. So here they were, clustered around the bus stop.


‘You’ll be fine, you’ll take care of each other,’ Sid said, tightening his grip on Mary.


‘Course you will. You have each other and we know you’ll keep an eye on Grandad and our Carla.’ Fred was still clutching Brenda’s hand. It had come as a shock to him to receive his call-up papers. Working for the Royal Mail as he had since he was a young lad, he had hoped his job would have been classed as a reserved occupation. Neither Jack nor Albert was keen to leave their families either, but they knew where their duty lay.


Each woman was relieved when the bus arrived. It had been hard enough this morning for the children to say goodbye. None of them had wanted to go to school.


Hugs, kisses and pats on the back. ‘I’ll write to you all,’ Carla promised.


Suddenly she felt dizzy. Her uncles would be gone. Mary, Brenda, Edna and Daisy had their own young boys to worry about. Things would be very different at home.


The bus was moving. The Schofield women stood amongst other wives and mothers, all of them waving courageously despite the fact that tears were streaming down their faces, as they wondered when they would see their men again.




Chapter 4


Five days later, a buff-coloured envelope dropped on to the front-door mat. On the back of it were stamped the words RECRUITMENT PAPERS ENCLOSED.


Carla turned the envelope over. It was addressed to Miss C. Schofield. This has to be a joke, was her first reaction as she took out the letter.


Please attend the recruitment centre at the Broadway premises, Chiswick, at 11 a.m. on Thursday 11 June 1940.


‘Good gracious me! Carla exclaimed out loud.


Grandad did his best to keep a stiff upper lip when he heard the news, but his temper got the better of him as the day drew near, and he voiced his opinion to anyone who would listen, declaring that it was bad enough that all the young men were being called up, but to start now on young girls and even middle-aged women was a step too far.


Carla was giving herself a good talking-to as she brushed her long, thick hair, making it ready to wind into two plaits, which she would then coil and pin back neatly. Can’t look too frivolous today, she told herself.


When she had finished, she poured a mug of tea and took it over to her grandad. Then she sat down on the floor with her own mug and leaned back against his legs.


‘Edna is going to come in and sit with you this morning, and Daisy will be here for the afternoon. All four of them will be popping in and out, and they’ll make sure you get a hot dinner.’


‘For God’s sake, gal, give it a rest. Yer only going for an interview. I’ll be fine. I do all right when you’re at work, don’t I?’


Carla reached her arm backwards and pulled his head down until she was able to plant a kiss on his cheek. Then, getting to her feet, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and hugged him close.


‘I don’t know what time I shall be home, but you behave yourself. Luv you.’


‘Luv yer too, even though yer getting a bit lippy.’


She drained her mug and quickly made her way upstairs to fetch her coat. If she stayed there any longer, she’d end up in tears, and that would only serve to upset Grandad.


Carla arrived twenty minutes early for her interview and sat nervously in a waiting room that was bare of any comforts. She heaved a sigh of relief when a tall, well-dressed gentleman appeared and asked her to follow him.


The room they entered was vastly different from the waiting room. At the far end there was a raised platform, the centre of which held a massive desk. Carla was asked to sit down on a chair which had been placed facing the desk. As she did so, another gentleman and a lady came from the left-hand side of the platform and seated themselves behind the desk.


In turn the introductions were made. Mr Greenford was on the far left, Miss Coppard in the centre chair. Mr Rayner, the gentleman who had fetched her from the waiting room, completed the trio, and it was he who made the opening remarks.


‘We need to ask you, Miss Schofield, whether you have any preference as to what war work you will be assigned to.’


Carla cleared her throat. ‘I wasn’t aware that it is obligatory for me to participate in any work related to the war effort.’ She sounded a lot more sure of herself than she actually felt.


Miss Coppard smiled and said gently, ‘Britain needs help from all able-bodied people within the age limit. Are you raising an objection?’


‘Not at all,’ Carla said quickly, ‘but I’m not sure that I can help in any way.’


Miss Coppard had taken over. ‘Several options are open to you. Nursing is one, but you would need a great deal of training for that, though there is auxiliary nursing, which would be grateful for your help. There’s also farm work, munitions, or maybe you’d be interested in becoming a London bus conductor.’ She paused, then suggested, ‘Maybe it would be more helpful if we asked you how you earn your living now.’


Carla managed a little grin. ‘I do a lot of sewing.’


‘Would you be more explicit, please.’


‘I am employed by Mr and Mrs Harrison, who own two dry-cleaning shops. To start off with I used to do small repairs to any of the garments that needed it. As time went on I progressed to making various garments. It all depends on what material Mr Harrison can lay his hands on.’


Mr Greenford had a huge smile on his face as he said, ‘In that case, how does making uniforms for our forces strike you?’


Carla’s head was swimming with questions, but she took a deep breath and thought for a moment before attempting to form her answer.


‘You’d need a hefty great sewing machine to do that. The uniforms would all need a heavy cloth, and no ordinary machine could take on that kind of work.’


‘You certainly know what you are talking about, Miss Schofield,’ Mr Greenford said. ‘Many manufacturers will be turning their factories over to the production of military uniforms, but there will not be many male operators available.’


Carla forced herself to smile before saying, ‘So you’re thinking of using women, but will they be experienced?’


‘Yes, and that is where you might be very helpful. A few weeks acquainting yourself with the set-up here in Chiswick might help you to decide.’


‘Oh, so I would be given some choice in this arrangement?’ Carla asked cheekily.


That brought a smile to the faces of all three of the interviewers, and Mr Rayner murmured, ‘Spoken like a true cockney.’


He didn’t speak quietly enough for Carla to miss it. ‘Too true I’m a cockney, through an’ through, and if you were to ask my grandad, he’d tell yer you might find our equals if you searched long enough, but you’d never find our betters.’


No sooner were the words out of her mouth than she felt her cheeks flame up, but she had no need to worry. The examiners were laughing fit to bust. Mr Greenford was the first to regain his composure.


‘Before you make any decision, you should view the premises that are up and running now, but you should also realise that the present arrangement was always meant to be temporary. The whole operation is scheduled to be transferred to Southend-on-Sea within the next few weeks.


A lengthy silence fell, until Miss Coppard suggested that she take Carla to another room, where coffee would be ready for them.


Carla heaved a sigh, wondering just what she was letting herself in for. One moment she was excited, then the next minute wary, as dozens of questions filled her head.


Would she be able to cope with such heavy work? How much training would be available? What kind of money would she be offered to do this essential war work? Most importantly, if the whole operation was going to be moving to Southend, surely that would mean that the workers would have to go too.


Carla’s thoughts were still racing around in her head as she walked between the lines of sewing machines that had been set up in this Chiswick warehouse.


She wasn’t sure which impressed her the most: the sewing machines, the like of which made her feel quite envious, or the well-dressed elderly gentlemen who were busy handling them. They all wore black pinstriped trousers topped with snow-white shirts and grey ties, which looked immaculate beneath their well-fitted black waistcoats.


‘You look shocked,’ said Maureen, the middle-aged woman who was showing Carla around. She smiled. ‘I can read your thoughts,’ she said. ‘You’re wondering where all these elegant gentlemen have come from? Am I right?’


‘Well yes, that is exactly what is going through my mind. In some ways it all looks perfectly normal…’ She hesitated. ‘And yet in other ways they seem out of place.’


‘These gentlemen are all professional tailors,’ Maureen said. ‘Their work is well known and sought after worldwide. In their heyday they had premises in the West End of London, dressing rich men and even travelling abroad when commissioned.’


Carla had a million and one questions she badly wanted to ask, but caution warned her to be prudent. Surely these men had not been called up; they must have volunteered. She wondered if they would be going to the new premises in Southend. She smiled to herself. She could learn so much from professionals like these. The war wouldn’t last for ever, and who knows, she might end up being a top-class dressmaker herself. Even dress royal ladies one day! Oh yeah, and pigs might sprout wings and fly, she mentally chided herself.


At the far end of the room, trestle tables had been set up and more gentlemen were cutting cloth with huge scissors, while bales of material were stacked against the wall, the colours representing every branch of the armed forces.


‘I think you have seen enough for the time being.’ Miss Coppard’s head popped around the side wall. ‘You are going to be treated to lunch now, Carla. I am sure you will be seeing Maureen again soon.’


Two weeks later, Carla had come around to accepting that she was to be working with these first-class tailors, at least for the time being. When the premises at Southend were declared ready, that would be a different story altogether. For the most part she was content and eager to learn, yet at the same time the sight of the various uniforms made her dreadfully sad. Another generation of young men in their prime were to be sacrificed to the horror of war.


Weeks turned into months, and still the move to Southend had not taken place. Yet Carla felt the time had not been wasted. She had learnt so much and had made some really good friends, with expert tailors always on the end of a phone should anything go wrong.


The country had struggled through 1940, but no sooner had 1941 begun than the Luftwaffe resumed the Blitz on London. On 24 May, HMS Hood was sunk off Greenland by a German ship, the Bismarck. Fred Schofield, Carla’s eldest uncle, was amongst those killed. Carla was given two days off work to be with the family. It would take a lifetime for Brenda, Fred’s wife, and his young son Joseph to come to terms with their loss. As for Carla, she thanked God for the fact that they still had each other.




Chapter 5


Carla had given up thinking about the move to Southend. It had been months now, and she was convinced she would still be working here in Chiswick when the war came to an end. As for everyone else involved in war work, it had become a way of life. Her workmates were a grand bunch of people who all helped each other no matter what needed doing. When the air raids over London were continuous night after night, Peggy Lewis insisted on taking Carla home with her. She lived just ten minutes’ walk from the factory, and the entire Lewis family welcomed Carla with open arms. On Sundays, Carla would take Peggy home with her for the day.


This exchange of happy families was not to last for ever. Although it had taken much longer than anyone had anticipated to wind up the premises in Chiswick and arrange the move, by the end of 1941 everything was ready. The date set for departure was January 1942.


Before they left London, there was Christmas to be got through. Any celebrations there might have been were dampened by the news on 7 December of the Japanese attack on the US base at Pearl Harbor.


‘Now that will bring the Americans into this war,’ said Grandad wisely.


Carla felt she was setting out on an adventure. Never in all her years had she ventured far from the East End of London. Now she would be starting a new life in Southend. Was that what she wanted? Had she been given any choice?


Had any of the young lads who were fighting hundreds of miles away from home had a choice? she asked herself. How about the families, her own included? Not even a decent funeral for relations to attend. Once the war came to an end, there would probably be endless memorials erected in towns and villages, but would they serve to ease the pain?


For God’s sake get on with packing your suitcase, Carla told herself. Southend wasn’t a million miles away; she could get a train home every Sunday if she wished. And anyhow, she should give herself time to get used to the place. She did enough moaning about never going anywhere, and here she was, rail fare all paid, and going to live by the sea. Real fresh salt air! It had to be better than the murky dockyard water.


The removal went well. An army lorry had called at the workers’ homes, picking up their suitcases. That certainly made travelling much easier. Once on the train, the significance of the step they were taking hit everyone, and Carla was no exception. On arrival, the women were lined up on the platform whilst the men were taken to vans that were standing by to transport them to their digs. Members of the Women’s Auxiliary Services were dishing out cards with the addresses of the places that had been assigned as lodgings for females.


Carla and Peggy took a quick look at their cards and then threw their arms around each other. ‘We’ve been put together,’ they both yelled. ‘Yeah, with a Mrs Elsie Stevens, who has two children of school age,’ Peggy read from the card. ‘Don’t say anything about a man being in the house, but suppose he’s more than likely been called up,’ she added.


Two gentlemen seemed to be in charge of the women. Miss Schofield and Miss Lewis were the first two names called out, and the girls stepped eagerly up to the front.


‘Follow me, ladies, but make sure that you have every piece of your hand luggage. You are going in the first car because the house where you are being billeted is only about twenty minutes away.’


The car was waiting for them, the back door being held open by a jolly-looking woman. As soon as she spotted the girls, she called out, ‘Come on, me dearies, we ain’t got far to go and I’ll lay you a tanner to a shilling Elsie Stevens will have her kettle on and we’ll all be offered a cuppa, that’s if she hasn’t used up all her ration for this month. By the way, I’m Dot Collins, I work for the Women’s Auxiliary Brigade.’
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Christmas is a time
for love and family . . .






