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Prologue

Sweating in the intense heat of a late-summer afternoon, Gladys wiped her brow with the silk scarf she was impatiently trying to shove into her battered suitcase. The thought of being late for the troop-ship that was bound for England made her sweat even more. If she didn’t get out of Naples soon, she honestly thought she’d lose her mind. Sitting on the suitcase, she snapped it shut, then noticed she hadn’t packed the silky red ball gown she’d regularly worn on stage over the last six months.

How she’d loved the feel of the fabric when she’d worn it for her very first overseas ENSA performance – the slither of silk falling over her slender, tanned body, the deep colour of the fabric that brought out the darkness of her long brunette curls, and the luscious redness of her smiling lips. When she’d sung, swaying to the rhythm of the music she and her fellow musicians played, she had relished the feel of the silk clinging to her hips and breasts, emphasizing her long legs and flat stomach. She’d never felt more vibrant or empowered in her entire life. Catching a glimpse of her wan reflection in the bedroom mirror brought tears to Gladys’s eyes; could this be the same girl who had landed in Italy such a short time ago? She’d been brimming with confidence, excitement, curiosity and a determination to bring a smile to every weary serviceman’s face. She wasn’t just there for fun; Gladys had been on a mission to create happiness wherever she went. ENSA was indeed an accolade in her career, but she also saw it as a duty, her part of the war effort. ‘Well, I obviously took that belief one step too far,’ she thought cynically to herself. She’d been so star-struck, so green and keen. She simply hadn’t been able to believe her big blue eyes when their ship had finally docked in the Bay of Naples. She remembered now that one of the girls had pointed to a plume of dark smoke curling up from a high grey peak that dominated the headland.

‘Good God! Is that the latest Jerry bomb drop?’ she cried.

The sailors eagerly helping the girls to disembark had guffawed at her naivety.

‘It’s bloody Vesuvius!’ several of them pointed out. ‘It’s a live volcano – that’s why it’s smoking.’

Gladys had gaped in amazement; she’d heard about Vesuvius, seen pictures of it in library books, but nothing matched the dramatic reality of it. Her naughty friend Pam, who played the double bass in the All-Girls’ ENSA Swing Band, had given Gladys a nudge in the ribs.

‘Forget volcanoes, sweetheart. Take a look at all these gorgeous fellas who haven’t seen a woman in months!’ her best friend had giggled as she slipped her bare arm through Gladys’s, and laughing together they’d strutted ashore.

‘But that was then,’ she remembered mournfully. ‘And how very naive I was.’

Lifting the heavy suitcase with an equally heavy heart, Gladys determinedly didn’t look back at the red silk ball gown that lay in a crumpled heap on the floor where she’d left it.
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1. The Cowshed

Gladys dropped her now even more battered suitcase on the moorland track where she’d stopped to take in deep breaths of clean air. After an arduous sea-trip in a packed troop-ship, followed by a long journey on several packed and smoky trains, she was grateful for the fresh moorland breeze.

‘I’m back at the Phoenix,’ she muttered dejectedly.

After her surprise appearance in Leeds, where Gladys had emphatically told her parents she’d left ENSA for health reasons, she’d refused to answer any more questions and registered at the local labour exchange, where she had asked to return to her former munitions work at the Phoenix Factory on the Lancashire moors.

‘No problem, lovie,’ the woman behind the counter had briskly replied. ‘Four years into the war and we need more bombs than ever. Churchill’s so desperate for more ammo he’s now conscripting women of all ages; they’ll welcome you back with open arms,’ she said as she handed over the forms for Gladys to fill in.

Her father, sitting on one of the benches in the exchange, didn’t return his daughter’s awkward smile when she announced, ‘I’m a Bomb Girl – again!’

Rising, Mr Johnson put on his flat cap, even though the sun was hot outside, then gently drew his daughter’s arm through his. ‘I’ll never understand why you’ve given up your ENSA posting,’ he grumbled as they stepped out into the high street, where sand bags were stacked against shop windows and people hurried by carrying their gas masks and net bags containing small packets of rationed food. ‘You were on’t top of world when you got called up and now you won’t even talk about it.’

Gladys’s large blue eyes clouded over. ‘It just wasn’t for me, Dad.’

Mr Johnson snorted dismissively. ‘Don’t give me that, our Glad!’ he protested. ‘It were all your dreams come true: playing your alto sax and singing on a stage every day.’

‘People change, Dad,’ Gladys said as she hurried her grumbling father past a woman pushing an old rusty pram loaded down with coal.

Seeing his precious daughter’s troubled eyes brim with tears, Mr Johnson’s tender heart contracted. He knew instinctively something had happened to his little girl out there; she certainly wasn’t the bright-eyed, shining, talented girl her family and friends had waved off in February. Something had radically altered her former buoyant personality, and, more shocking than that, he hadn’t heard Gladys sing once since she’d come back, nor play her saxophone, which had stayed locked in its case under her bed. It was simply incomprehensible to him that his daughter, a born songbird, was now mute. He sighed but said nothing. If her younger brother, Les, had been home, maybe he could have cracked Gladys’s hard shell – she’d always responded to his teasing laughter and cheeky questions – but he was at the Front, somewhere in northern Europe was the last they’d heard. Maybe returning to the Phoenix would bring a smile back to Gladys’s face, Mr Johnson thought. Maybe being with old friends and in familiar places would help ease whatever the pain was that she was suffering.

Picking up her suitcase, Gladys carried on up the track that led to the cowshed that she’d specifically asked to return to when she reregistered at the Phoenix. She wasn’t sure with whom she’d be sharing, but it would be comforting to be back in the place where she’d spent so many happy hours. Pushing open the door, she stepped inside and quite spontaneously called out, ‘Anybody home?’

Getting no reply, Gladys peered into the bedrooms, which were empty, with the curtains drawn. She looked around in surprise after she had opened them to let in the light. The rooms were dusty, so clearly nobody had been living there, and the wood-burning stove, which had kept them warm through the hard winter, was stone cold. Leaving her case in her old bedroom, Gladys sat on the doorstep and gazed out over the moors, where pheasants cackled and curlews called. Of course Kit and Violet weren’t living there any more. Kit had written to tell her that she and Ian had bought a big old farmhouse on the Pennine moors, and Violet was living in the Phoenix’s domestic accommodation with her husband, Arthur, and their new baby, Stevie. But why had nobody else been allocated the cowshed as their digs? It was a decent enough place, even if it was a little breezy in the harsh winter months.

Maybe other Bomb Girls preferred the convenience of the on-site factory accommodation to the renovated cowshed.

Gladys glanced back into the main sitting room, which was eerily still. She smiled as she recalled the constant babble of noise she, Kit and Violet used to make as they rushed to clock on at the factory or returned home exhausted after a twelve-hour shift. Kit had been the best at rekindling the wood-burner with whatever she could collect from the moors, and Violet had never wasted time in filling the little kettle for a much-needed brew. There’d been occasional sadness in this place, Gladys remembered, and dark secrets too, which had slowly unfolded over the year as the girls got to know each other. But, oh, there had been so much laughter and joy! Gladys would never forget the first time they’d sung together, and the evening she’d come up with the idea of the Bomb Girls’ Swing Band. Neither would she forget dressing Violet on her wedding day or the sight of Kit’s son, Billy, toddling around the dining table when he’d finally been reunited with his mother. These women were her best and most beloved friends; along with Maggie, Myrtle and Nora, they were as close to her as family. An overwhelming sense of need brought a lump to Gladys’s tense throat; the sooner she could see her friends, touch them and hug them, the better. Leaping to her feet, she quickly closed the door of the cowshed, then retraced her steps, lighter now without her suitcase, down the lane to the Phoenix Bomb Factory.

Kit and Violet were sat around a metal dining table in the noisy canteen, which rang with the strains of the Andrews Sisters’ ‘Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy’.

‘I can never hear that song without thinking of Glad,’ Kit said with a heavy sigh. ‘Remember how beautiful she looked up on the stage, holding her sax in one hand as she clicked her fingers and swayed her hips. She was a sensation!’

‘We weren’t so bad either!’ cheeky Maggie quipped as she set down her plate of red cabbage, potato pie and mushy peas. ‘Even in our overalls we looked good.’

‘I preferred wearing our ball gowns,’ Nora added as she set down her plate too. ‘I’ve always thought mi bum looked big in mi overalls,’ she admitted, with not a trace of embarrassment.

‘Really!’ Myrtle exclaimed as she took a sip of hot, strong tea. ‘There’s a war on and you’re complaining about having a big bottom!’

Nora smiled her sweet, guileless, gap-toothed grin at the older woman, who’d become more of a mother figure than a friend since the death of Nora’s mother, who’d been killed in a bomb attack along with Nora’s younger sister.

‘I’ll never get a fella if I’ve got a big bum,’ Nora joked.

Myrtle rolled her eyes and looked disapproving, but it was hard to hide the love she had for the gawky girl who wore her heart on her sleeve.

‘Men like something substantial to get hold of,’ she said reassuringly.

‘What, like the sideboard!’ Nora tittered.

As the women around the table burst into raucous laughter, Myrtle appeared momentarily distracted – was she seeing things? But as the tanned, long-legged figure she’d spotted walking through the canteen came closer, she couldn’t believe her eyes. Could this really be Gladys, who, when last heard of was on tour with ENSA? As incredulous as she was observant, Myrtle was immediately struck by a physical difference in her dear friend. She was distinctly thinner, and Myrtle saw she’d lost the happy glow in her eyes, and an infectious smile no longer played around her full red lips. Myrtle gave an involuntary shiver; it was as if something had wilfully reined in Gladys’s previously wild extrovert character, replacing it with a sadder, older, more sombre woman altogether. What on earth was going on?

As Gladys headed towards her laughing friends, Myrtle was surprised by the unusually cautious smile on her face. Even her voice when she called out ‘Hiya!’ didn’t have the ring of joyful confidence Myrtle so clearly remembered.

The other girls, like Myrtle, were as shocked as she was at the unexpected sight of Gladys, who, they’d imagined, they wouldn’t be seeing again for many months, possibly years. Maggie all but choked on a lump of pastry, and Nora just gawped. Violet and Kit were the first on their feet, embracing Gladys in a bear hug that, when combined with those of Nora and Maggie, followed by a discreet kiss on the cheek from Myrtle, all but knocked Gladys off her feet!

‘What a surprise!’

‘Why didn’t you let us know you were coming?’

‘How long can you stay?’

‘I love your tan!’

‘You’ve lost weight.’

‘Sit down, have a cup of tea.’

Barraged with questions, more hugs and mugs of tea, Gladys sank into a vacant chair.

‘I came home a few weeks ago … I’m not going back,’ she announced flatly.

Her statement stopped short all the curious chatter.

‘NOT going back?’ spluttered Maggie, whose secret dream had always been to join Gladys and her ENSA troupe.

‘WHY?’ cried Nora, whose romantic head was full of images of singing to handsome Desert Rats under palm trees.

Gladys put on a tight bright smile. ‘It didn’t suit me, all the travelling. I got ill, had to come home, no choice,’ she finished firmly.

Kit and Violet exchanged a quick, knowing look. They instinctively sensed that Gladys was holding something back. Between them, they had harsh personal experience of keeping dark secrets for far too long. It had taken Kit almost a year until she’d been forced to open up about her illegitimate son in Ireland, and Violet had lied for nearly the same amount of time about her abusive husband in Coventry. As Maggie opened her pretty mouth to ask yet another question, Myrtle quickly stemmed the young girl’s curiosity.

‘Let’s not be too demanding,’ she chided as she readjusted her winged, diamanté-tipped glasses. ‘Gladys has given you an explanation – we need pry no further.’

Gladys shot Myrtle a grateful look. ‘It’s wonderful to be back at the Phoenix,’ she said with real affection.

‘It can’t be better than –’ Maggie was stopped mid-speech by a fierce glance from Myrtle.

‘But the cowshed is empty,’ Gladys hurried on. ‘Nobody seems to live there.’

‘You could live on-site if you don’t want to be on your own,’ Violet suggested. ‘It’s convenient for clocking on,’ she added with a giggle. ‘No running down that wet cobbled lane in the pouring rain.’

‘Or you could come and live with us,’ Kit said warmly.

‘She lives in a big posh house up on’t moors,’ Maggie chipped in. ‘Black-and-white timbered, like summat out of Wuthering Heights.’

‘With SIX bedrooms and a drive,’ Nora elaborated.

Kit laughed off their exaggerated descriptions.

‘Glory be to God, it’s a big owd heap!’ she said in an Irish accent that was softening after months of living in England.

‘And glorious views of the Pennines,’ Myrtle murmured appreciatively.

‘I can’t wait to see it,’ said Gladys eagerly, then added uncertainly, ‘but I think I want to stick with the cowshed. I know it well and I like it there.’

‘For sure, if that’s what you want,’ Kit replied. ‘It’s only been empty a few months. It’s summer too, so not much damp.’

‘But do you really want to live there on your own?’ Violet asked anxiously.

Faced with the question, Gladys realized she very much wanted to live on her own. There’d be far fewer questions if she was all by herself, and she’d have time to heal her wounds in private.

‘I wouldn’t mind,’ she replied cautiously.

‘Maybe me and Nora could move in?’ Maggie giggled.

Seeing the look of alarm on Gladys’s face, Myrtle quickly intervened. ‘Let’s give Gladys time to get her breath back, shall we?’

Charmed by the idea of living independently, away from home, Maggie wasn’t going to let the idea go.

‘Maybe later on,’ she said with a wink in Nora’s direction. ‘Imagine the fun the three of us could get up to.’

Determined to steer the cheeky giggling girls away from the heady idea of cohabiting with her, Gladys said briskly, ‘It’ll need a good tidy-up.’

‘We’ll lend a hand,’ Violet and Kit said together.

Gladys shook her head. ‘You’ve both got enough to do,’ she said firmly. I’ll enjoy giving the cowshed a good cleaning and mopping; it’ll be like putting my roots down all over again.’

Nora whispered melodramatically, ‘Won’t you get scared up yon in’t dark?’

Thinking of the terrifying nights she’d spent under canvas, Gladys shrugged as she shook her head. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of,’ she replied, then added under her breath, ‘Safer than most places I’ve been in recently.’

Again, Kit and Violet exchanged a quick, anxious look. The unspoken question that hung in the air between them was: what’s happened to our Gladys? As if sensing their anxiety, Gladys pushed back her chair and got to her feet.

‘I’d better check in with Mr Featherstone,’ she said.

‘And Malc too, Love’s Young Dream!’ Maggie laughed.

‘Him and Edna are walking out!’ Nora added with a snort.

Myrtle rose to her feet. ‘I think it’s time these two young things got back to the serious business of building bombs!’ she said as she herded the giggling girls out of the canteen.

‘I’ll pop into the filling shed after I’ve seen the boss,’ Gladys said to Kit and Violet before she too hurried away.

Left alone for a few minutes, Kit and Violet stared into each other’s eyes, Kit’s dark and thoughtful, Violet’s sky-blue and anxious.

Kit was the first to break the silence. ‘There’s something not quite right.’

Violet nodded. ‘She’s changed.’

‘Something’s happened to her,’ Kit added knowingly.

‘She’s keeping something to herself,’ said Violet as she lit up a Woodbine, then offered one to Kit. ‘I just know it, right here,’ she said as she tapped the area around her heart.

‘A secret,’ Kit murmured.

A troubled silence descended as they smoked their cigarettes.

‘And we know how bad they can be,’ said Violet, as they both stubbed out their cigarettes and returned to work in the filling shed.
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2. The Phoenix Songbird

Gladys wasn’t assigned to the filling shed where she’d previously worked; instead she was despatched to the cordite line. Standing between Nora and Maggie, she listened carefully to their instructions.

‘Welcome to the Canary Girls’ Department,’ Maggie joked.

‘Canary …?’ Gladys asked.

‘Cordite turns your skin yellow and bleaches your hair yellow too,’ Maggie added.

Gladys warily looked at the explosive material.

‘You have to pack it into them things,’ Nora explained, as she nodded towards the bomb cases, which, loaded ninety-nine to a pallet, continuously rolled down the conveyor-belt towards the girls, whose job it was to fill the cases to a specified level. ‘Like this,’ Nora went on, as she packed the cordite into an empty tube. ‘Further down the line they’ll be fitted with detonators.’

‘Heavens!’ Gladys gasped as she stared at the network of rattling conveyor-belts that ran around and above her. ‘It’s really noisy!’ she yelled over the din of the machinery and the relentless music that was belting out of the factory wireless. ‘Where do the bomb cases go after we’ve filled them?’

Keen to show off her knowledge, Maggie added, ‘Once they’re loaded, they’re hooked on to the overhead conveyor-belt.’ She nodded at the one clattering above them. ‘They’re carried round the factory to the packing shed, where they’re loaded into ammunition boxes.’

‘From there,’ Nora chipped in, ‘they’ll be flown out to our lads working the howitzers on the front line.’

‘Mebbe my Les will unload them,’ Maggie said wistfully.

Gladys smiled gently at the love-sick girl who had fallen for her handsome brother, Les. ‘God keep him safe wherever he is,’ she murmured fervently.

Gladys slipped into her new work routine without any complaint, though she really didn’t like the yellow stain the cordite left on her long, slender hands, which immediately reacted to the explosive she was working with and broke out in a patch of tiny blisters.

‘Your body will get used to the dirty stuff,’ Nora assured her. ‘It’s a common enough reaction.’

Nobody could fail to notice there was one big difference in Gladys these days: she didn’t sing at all any more as she worked. Consciously or subconsciously, just about every Bomb Girl sang, hummed, tapped or whistled to Music While You Work or Workers’ Playtime, which rolled out from the factory loudspeakers throughout the entire day. In previous times, Gladys, the Phoenix Songbird, would have raised her beautiful voice and led the singing, sometimes rising from her chair to sway to the music of Joe Loss, Glenn Miller or the Andrews Sisters, the last her absolute favourite. But now Gladys sat mute, concentrating more on her work than on leading the chorus to ‘Little Brown Jug’ or ‘Yours ’Til the Stars Lose Their Glory’. She was sociable enough, always joining in the chatter during their breaks in the canteen, but her friends sorely missed her former radiance. Though Violet and Kit frequently discussed Gladys in private, their free time outside of their working hours gave them hardly a moment to do more than speculate about the changes in their dearest friend.

When she wasn’t working her shifts and looking after Billy, Kit – in her new home high up on the Pennines – was busy organizing repair work to their house at Yew Tree Farm, which she’d fallen in love with at first sight. It sat fair and square on the side of a hill facing west. Sections of the house had been cobbled together over the centuries: to the front lay the oldest part, a black-and-white timber structure, whilst the back of the house was built of solid moorland stone.

‘Is it too much to take on?’ Ian had worried when they’d paid their first visit to the farmhouse in the springtime.

Running after a toddling Billy, Kit had laughed as she replied, ‘No! It’s grand – I love it.’

Ian had gazed adoringly at his new wife as she scooped up her son, whom Ian had legally adopted. When he thought back to the skinny little Irish girl in threadbare clothes and battered shoes who had walked into his office just over a year ago to seek his help, he simply couldn’t believe that the slender young woman with flowing black hair and dark, sparkling eyes was now his wife.

‘But there’s so much to be done,’ he’d pointed out. ‘The roof’s leaking; every room needs stripping back to the brickwork and redecorating; the windows look as if they’ve got dry rot – and then there’s the garden – it’s the size of a field!’

Kit gazed with pleasure at the riotous weeds and old fruit trees that populated the sprawling garden. ‘Darlin’, you forget I used to dig potatoes for a living. I’ll have it dug over in an afternoon,’ she promised as she popped Billy on to Ian’s shoulders, then kissed her husband on his warm smiling lips. ‘I love this place,’ she whispered. ‘We’ll soon make it our own.’

‘HOW?’ he cried as Billy tugged his hair and pulled it into short spikes. ‘You’re working factory hours and I’m out of the house almost as long as you are! When will we have time to do all that’s necessary to make this rambling old heap into a home?’

‘We’ll pay proper craftsmen to do the big stuff and the fancy bits we’ll do ourselves, together,’ she said with a confident smile as she linked her arm through his. ‘But we won’t be hanging about, Ian,’ she added briskly. ‘We want a family of our own, and Billy needs brothers and sisters.’

Balancing Billy on his shoulders, Ian briefly took Kit in his arms and held her close. As he did so, he recalled their wedding day, which had unquestionably been the happiest day of his life. As the Bomb Girls’ Swing Band had played the wedding march, he’d turned to see his bride walking slowly towards him. Led up the aisle by Edna, her matron of honour, Kit had been a vision in white satin, a long veil obscuring her face, but when he’d lifted it to kiss her full lips, she had looked more beautiful than he’d ever seen her before.

‘Pretty Mama!’ Billy had gurgled, sitting wriggling impatiently in the congregation between Malc and Mr Featherstone. ‘My mama!’ Ian had bought the old farmhouse shortly after they’d got back from their brief honeymoon in the Lake District, and when she wasn’t on shift work Kit now delighted in restoring their new home to its former glory, cleaning, painting and decorating rooms with Billy at her side was simply a joy. And when she collapsed exhausted into bed beside her husband further joys were there to be had. Both Kit and Ian gloried in their love-making, though Ian had been anxious at first, fearful of bringing back bad memories of her time in Ireland. But Kit soon showed her husband she had no fears whatsoever. She abandoned herself completely to Ian’s tender kisses and caresses; in fact, it was more often Kit rather than Ian who suggested they had an early night, so keen was she to make love in their snug new double bed.

Aware of her friends’ busy lives, Gladys barely troubled them, seeing them generally at work and catching up with their news in the factory canteen. She enjoyed the peaceful solace of the cowshed, but there were inevitably times when she missed the camaraderie of the old days, so it was a pleasure, one early evening after she’d finished work, to find Edna parked in the despatch yard.

‘Hello, lovie!’ Edna called in delight when she caught sight of Gladys through the serving hatch of her mobile chip shop.

Gladys hurried towards the middle-aged woman, buxom in her colourful pinafore and turban that just about managed to contain her greying auburn curls.

‘Eeh, cock, we’ve missed you!’ Edna declared as she hurried out of the back of her blue van in order to give Gladys a bear hug.

For a few seconds Gladys clung on to Edna, drinking in her warmth and strength. When she reluctantly pulled away, she gazed into Edna’s steady green eyes.

‘It’s good to be back.’

Though shocked by the physical changes in Gladys – her weight loss and the slight ageing in her beautiful face – Edna, like all of Gladys’s friends, said nothing.

‘Well, then, what’s your news?’ she asked.

‘I decided to come home,’ Gladys replied and, from the evasive look in her eyes, Edna knew she’d get no more out of that conversation just now. ‘What about you, Edna?’

The older woman’s eyes sparkled as she lit up a Woodbine and blew smoke across the sunny yard.

‘I’m courtin’!’ she announced with a cheeky wink.

Though Maggie and Nora had joked about Edna’s love life, Gladys hadn’t taken them seriously – she knew too well how prone they were to exaggerate – but, seeing Edna’s glowing cheeks and wide smile, she now saw that it must be true.

‘Who’s the lucky man?’ she asked with a teasing smile.

Edna stubbed out her Woodbine and put her hands on her broad hips.

‘Bing Crosby!’ she joked. ‘Actually, he was spoken for, so I settled for Malc, yon factory supervisor!’

Gladys burst out laughing. ‘Who would’ve believed it? As I recall you and Malc were always arguing about something or other.’

‘We’ve had our moments,’ Edna chuckled. ‘Probably always will!’

‘So when did it all start?’ Gladys enquired.

‘That night at the Savoy,’ Edna replied. ‘When you got picked up by ENSA. Remember …?’

Seeing Gladys’s bright smile fade and her eyes darken, Edna thought to herself, ‘Aye, aye, looks like ENSA is at the heart of her troubles.’

‘We danced till mi legs were crippled!’ Edna continued brightly. ‘I ’ad quite a few sherries too, so I wasn’t averse to him giving me a goodnight kiss on the cheek,’ she confessed. ‘In the New Year, round about the time you were getting ready for your first tour, he got in the habit of dropping by the van for a bag of chips.’ Edna smiled a soft tender smile that touched Gladys with its gentle sincerity. ‘I got used to seeing him, looked forward to it, in fact. We talked about everything: the war, the government, the Allies, family and friends. Then we started talking about each other.’ She paused to take a breath. ‘He’s been married before – she died of breast cancer just before the outbreak of the war.’ She sighed then added, ‘I think they were very much in love.’

Gladys really didn’t want to say anything that might deflate Edna’s happiness, but she wondered if Malc had ever got over his wife’s death. Fortunately, Edna read her thoughts. ‘I asked him outright if he could ever love another woman and he said, dead straight, “Aye, I could love you, Edna Chadderton!” And we’ve been walking out ever since,’ she finished happily.

‘Congratulations!’ Gladys exclaimed as she gave her friend another hug. ‘When’s the Big Day?’

‘Eh, one thing at a time, our kid!’ Edna joked.

The arrival of a gang of factory girls eager for a bag of hot chips brought their conversation to a halt, but, after the flurry of serving and dousing in salt and vinegar, Edna again joined Gladys in the despatch yard, where, after lighting up another Woodbine, she gave her a pat on the shoulder. ‘Glad to be home?’

‘Oh, yes, so glad.’

‘Not what you expected, then?’

Gladys shook her head. ‘It was a nightmare,’ she confessed.

Sensitive Edna knew when to stop probing. ‘Let’s hope you get some company soon – we don’t want you brooding alone up there for too long. And remember I’m always here for you if you want a bit of a chat.’

‘Thanks, Edna,’ said Gladys fondly. ‘I won’t forget that.’

A cheery woman at the front of the queue that was now forming waved a hand at Edna. ‘Come on, kid! We’re bloody starving over here!’

‘Gotta go,’ Edna said as she hurriedly stubbed out her cigarette. ‘Pop by for a natter tomorrow night, if you’ve time.’

‘I will,’ Gladys promised.

As Edna shovelled crispy hot chips into newspaper bags, she gazed after Gladys’s receding figure. ‘Something’s happened to that girl, over there in them foreign parts,’ she thought to herself. ‘And, from the look of things, it weren’t that good.’
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3. Rosa

After a long hard night shift, Gladys made her way through the pearly dawn light to the cowshed, where she fell into a deep sleep that gave her no peace, despite her exhaustion. Images of leering sailors leaning forwards to grab at her red silk dress as she performed on stage filled her dreams.

‘No, no!’ she muttered wildly as the dream worsened and the sailors stripped the dress off her body, until she stood naked and weeping before them. ‘Don’t touch me, please don’t touch me!’ she screamed so loudly she woke herself up with a start.

Shivering and trembling, Gladys stumbled out of bed and headed for the kitchen: she turned on the tap and thirstily gulped down a mug of cold water. Calmed by the sunshine pouring through the window, she decided against going back to bed; she’d had quite enough of nightmares, and a walk on the moors might do her more good than a fretful sleep.

Though still disturbed by the sinister images in her dreams, Gladys felt so much better for being outdoors. The moorland colours were changing: tall fronds of green bracken were turning golden and the heather was losing its luminous lavender hue. But the sun was still strong, warming the rocks and crags she strode past. Taking in deep breaths of pure moorland air, Gladys felt her body respond to the landscape around her. She smiled at hopping bunnies scurrying in her wake and partridges that buzzed low over the terrain where pheasants ratcheted out their raucous call.

‘This beats the Mediterranean,’ she said out loud. ‘This is home.’

Feeling refreshed after stretching her legs and clearing her head, Gladys returned to the cowshed starving hungry. Running up the cobbled path, she wondered what she had in the cupboard for tea: half a tin of spam, some new potatoes given to her by Kit (who’d started her own vegetable garden at Yew Tree Farm), which Gladys hoped she could spin out till the end of the week, and some baked beans. Picking some wild thyme that grew in abundance beside the path, Gladys decided to fry the spam in a bit of fat leftover from a stew she’d cooked a few days before. Hurrying into the cowshed, which nobody ever bothered locking, she dashed to make sure the wood-burner hadn’t gone out, topped it up with a few logs, then plonked the little kettle on top for a brew. Busy and preoccupied, she turned to go into the kitchen but stopped dead in her tracks when she saw a slight, dark figure standing behind the front door.

‘Wh … who are you?’ she gasped in shock.

When there was no response, she took a few steps forwards and saw a trembling girl clutching an enormous kit bag. Realizing that the girl might have had the cowshed allocated to her as her digs, she asked gently, ‘Have you come to live here?’

When the girl didn’t reply, Gladys beckoned with her hand. ‘Come and sit down,’ she said in a soft voice. ‘Sit by the fire,’ she added, as she pointed to the old sofa by the wood-burner.

Clutching her kit bag before her like a shield, the girl slowly emerged from the shadows. She was slim and willow-tall with glossy jet-black hair that lay in thick, silky curls around her shoulders, her warm olive skin was enhanced by the late sunlight slanting through the sitting-room window. As she approached Gladys she murmured, ‘I, Rosa.’

Gladys smiled as she extended her right hand. ‘I’m Gladys.’

‘Piacere.’

‘Piacere,’ Gladys replied as she remembered the Italian she’d picked up in Naples.

Keeping hold of the girl’s ice-cold hands, Gladys led Rosa to the sofa, where she obediently sat down.

‘Tea?’ Gladys suggested.

Rosa nodded. ‘Sì, grazie, er, yes, please.’

As Gladys busied herself making the tea, Rosa’s large, solemn, almond-shaped eyes roved around the cowshed.

‘Is a house for animals, eh?’ she asked when Gladys handed her a mug of hot, strong tea.

‘WAS for animals,’ Gladys replied. ‘Now for us, factory workers,’ she added slowly.

Over more tea and strong, foreign-smelling cheroots, which Rosa carefully rolled and smoked, the two young women, in pidgin English, began to learn a little about each other. Gladys discovered that Rosa was from Padua, and had somehow managed to travel across Europe. She wondered if it might have been when the Nazis had started to round up the Jews; she couldn’t think why else the young girl would have fled her own country. She didn’t want to ask the shy stranger directly if that was the case, but Gladys, touring with ENSA way down in the south of the Italy, had heard lots of horrific stories about the persecution of the Jews. Knowing from her own recent experience of how intrusive awkward questions could be, Gladys didn’t pursue the matter; if Rosa wanted to talk about her past, it would be better to let her volunteer more information when the time was right.

‘How did you get here?’ she asked instead.

‘I have relatives in Manchester who give me help; they try to teach me the English too,’ she added with a blush.

‘Your English is good,’ Gladys said warmly.

Rosa grimaced. ‘I have much to teach, er … learn,’ she quickly corrected herself. ‘I go to’ – Rosa struggled to recall the exact name of the place she had visited – ‘exchange of labour.’ Gladys smiled at her charming mixed-up words but didn’t comment. ‘I tell la signora I want to build bombs to kill Germans and she send me here.’

Gladys covered her mouth in an attempt to hide her laughter but it bubbled out of her nevertheless. ‘That’s so funny!’

‘Why funny? I hate Nazi.’

Gladys nodded. ‘Me too,’ she agreed as she gave Rosa’s hand a gentle pat. ‘Don’t worry, you’ve come to the right place. That’s all we do at the Phoenix: build bombs to kill the enemy. We’re all Bomb Girls up here!’ she announced.

‘Bomb Girls,’ Rosa mused with a smile on her face. ‘This is good job for me,’ she replied happily.

Gladys showed Rosa the two free bedrooms, then left her alone to choose which one she preferred. After warming up the fat in a frying pan, she dropped in slices of pink spam, which she sprinkled with the tangy fresh thyme. As Kit’s small new potatoes boiled, Gladys heard Rosa opening and shutting drawers in one of the bedrooms. Relieved that the nervous new girl was settling in, Gladys wondered if Rosa would have had time to sort out her ration cards yet. She hoped so: rationing was getting worse by the week. Even sausages were now rationed and she was grateful for the free wood she could collect from the moors, as coal, gas and electricity were all now rationed too.

‘Heck! After the journey she’s had the poor kid will be glad of a quiet supper in a safe place a world away from the damn blasted Nazis!’

For such a slender girl Rosa proved to have an enormous appetite, eating all the food that Gladys put in front of her and more besides. Gladys had to dip into the precious rations she’d set aside for the rest of the week, but she did it gladly, pleased to see Rosa eat so heartily.

‘Buono,’ Rosa said with an appreciative smile. ‘Grazie –’ She stopped short as she chided herself. ‘I must speak English,’ she said, impatiently scolding herself.

‘I speak very bad Italian with lots of mistakes,’ Gladys admitted.

‘I speak very bad English – with lots of mistakes!’ Rosa replied as she lit up one of her cheroots. ‘Why you speak Italiano?’

‘Oh!’ Gladys responded with a start. ‘I was in Napoli during the summer.’

Rosa exhaled a cloud of cigarette smoke. ‘Perché, er … why?’

Gladys could have kicked herself. She spent most of her time trying to avoid talking about Naples, even to her best friends, and yet the first thing she’d told this complete stranger was she’d lived there during the summer.

‘Oh, just war work,’ she answered as she stood up in order to put the kettle on the stove and, much more importantly, to change the subject. ‘Do you know where you’ll be working?’ Gladys asked.

‘I get instructions from il capo, the boss, Mr Featherstonee.’ Rosa pronounced the manager’s name as if it was an Italian surname. ‘This …’ she replied, as she drew a piece of paper from her pocket, which she handed to Gladys.

‘You’ve been assigned to the cordite line,’ Gladys explained.

To her surprise, Rosa immediately understood cordite. ‘Explosive,’ she said.

Gladys nodded before handing back Rosa’s document. ‘That’s good, you’re on the same shift as me – we’re both on nights for the rest of the week.’

‘We work through night?’

‘We work around the clock.’ Gladys pointed to her watch as she replied. ‘The factory never closes.’

‘What time we start?’

‘Eight o’clock.’ Gladys pointed to the number eight on her wristwatch.

‘Tonight?’ Rosa gasped.

Gladys smiled as she nodded. ‘In four hours’ time.’

Clearly panicked, Rosa leapt to her feet. ‘I must sleep now, please.’

‘Of course,’ Gladys agreed. ‘Me too.’

Before they went into their separate bedrooms, Rosa sweetly kissed her new friend on the cheek.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

Gladys said with a smile, ‘Welcome to the cowshed!’

It was growing dark when the alarm went off. The two bleary-eyed girls struggled out of their beds, then made their way down the lane to the Phoenix, where other women were clocking off from their shifts. Rosa looked bewildered as she watched a sea of tired women walk out of the factory, to be replaced by a wave of fresher ones. Taking Rosa by the arm, Gladys guided her to the stores, where she picked up clean overalls for the newcomer, before taking her to the female changing rooms.

Gladys carefully explained the factory rules for munitions workers. ‘No jewellery.’

Rosa held out her hands for Gladys to inspect. ‘I have nothing.’

‘No earrings?’ Gladys asked as she lifted Rosa’s wonderful gleaming curls. ‘No necklace?’

‘Nothing,’ Rosa assured her.

Gladys demonstrated how all of Rosa’s hair had to be stuffed inside her white cotton turban. It was a struggle, but Rosa finally twirled her thick locks into a pony-tail that she firmly shoved under the turban.

‘No hair clips or pins,’ Gladys said firmly.

Seeing that Rosa didn’t understand, she pointed to a woman removing pins from her own hair.

‘Metal is bad with explosives,’ Gladys explained.

Though Rosa wasn’t fluent in English, she was certainly bright enough to understand the concept.

‘Sì, I understand,’ she replied, then added with a grin, ‘Explosion – BOOM!’

Gladys nodded. ‘Exactly – BOOM!’

Just as Rosa was struggling into the big heavy rubber boots that were part of the Bomb Girls’ uniform, Kit and Violet came dashing breathlessly into the changing room, followed by giggling Nora and Maggie. They all stopped and stared at the pretty young girl Gladys was helping to dress.

‘Hello,’ said Gladys, as she introduced Rosa to her smiling friends. ‘Meet Rosa – the new Bomb Girl!’
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4. Introductions

Everybody was quickly charmed by Rosa’s sweet, earnest manner, even on shift work in the middle of the night! Over the loud crashing and clattering of the bombs rattling down the production line, she asked questions about the nature of her work.

‘Where go bombs now?’

‘Further down the line, they’re loaded into ammunition boxes,’ Nora said in a very loud voice that could be heard over the thundering roll of the conveyor-belts. Simplifying her language, she added, ‘They go to our brave British troops who are fighting the war.’

Rosa nodded respectfully, ‘They bomb Nazis.’

Even as she said the words, she remembered what she’d seen on her dangerous journey to England: bombs exploding over cities where innocent children slept; skeletal-thin old men and women being forced to run to waiting trucks where they were herded together like cattle on their way to the abattoir.

‘This one’s got bloody Hitler’s name on it,’ Hilda, who was in charge of the line, called out, as she sent another filled bomb on its way around the factory.

Rosa looked incredulously at Hilda. ‘You have name on bomb?’ she gasped.

‘I’ve got Hitler’s name on every sodding bomb I pack with cordite,’ Hilda assured her.

Rosa’s soft curving mouth twitched and then she began to laugh, so much so that tears streamed down her face.

‘Did I say summat funny?’ Hilda asked Maggie and Nora, who were staring in some confusion at Rosa, who was trying to catch her breath.

‘All bombs are for Führer!’ Rosa cried gleefully.

‘Well, I’m glad you think it’s funny,’ Hilda chuckled. ‘I don’t think I’ve entertained anybody quite so much since I first hopped into bed with mi ’usband – he thought he’d died and gone to ’eaven!’

Rosa didn’t entirely understand Hilda’s cryptic humour, but it set Maggie and Nora off laughing.

‘Cordite line is very funny place, eh?’ Rosa remarked.

‘A laf a minute,’ Hilda remarked. ‘Now can we stop all the nattering and get back to winning the war, ladies?’

The big-hearted women welcomed Rosa into their workplace and into their lives. There was always a mug of tea and a chip butty or a bit of meat pie waiting for her at her friends’ favourite table in the canteen. Though Maggie, Nora, Myrtle, Kit and Violet worked in different departments, they always stuck together for a gossip and a catch-up at break times. Clever Rosa was eager to improve her English, which she was starting to speak with a Northern accent, much to the vast amusement of her new friends.

‘Say “chip butty” in Italian,’ Nora pleaded.

‘I say it ten times already, Nora!’ she giggled.

‘Go on, just for me,’ Nora begged.

‘Okay, but last time today,’ Rosa insisted.

Nora nodded eagerly then waited for the Italian words to spill from Rosa’s mouth. ‘Panino con patate fritte.’

‘It sounds so romantic in Italian,’ Nora sighed. ‘Patate fritte!’ she said, mimicking Rosa’s seductive accent.

‘Say “meat pie”,’ Maggie cried.

Rosa thought hard for a moment, then she said, ‘Pasticcio di carne. Now we speak English, please,’ she said firmly.

‘Ignore these two silly girls,’ Myrtle advised, as she budged between giggling Nora and Maggie. ‘Tell me about yourself, Rosa. What was your life like before you came here?’

‘I study art, I paint, I draw,’ Rosa replied as she dabbed the air with an imaginary paintbrush.

‘Ah, you’re an artist,’ Myrtle exclaimed in delight.

Rosa blushed as she nodded. ‘Sì, well, not proper artist, not yet, but I study art at university but then I have to leave, so not finish my work.’

Awed Nora blurted out, ‘I’ve never met anybody in mi whole life who went to university.’

Ignoring Nora’s outburst, Myrtle continued. ‘Which university?’

‘Padova, a city near Venice,’ Rosa replied proudly. ‘Galileo, he live there.’

Nora’s jaw dropped. ‘Who’s Galileo when he’s at home?’

‘A famous scientist who taught in Padova – Padua, we say in English,’ Myrtle quickly explained to an overawed Nora, who looked none the wiser. ‘It’s an ancient city, near Venice,’ Myrtle elaborated.

By this time Nora’s big blue eyes were all but rolling out of her head. ‘Oooh! Have you been in a gondola?’ she gasped.

Rosa nodded. ‘Sì, many times.’

Maggie started to giggle. ‘Oh, bloody hell,’ she cried. ‘Our Nora will be thinking that everybody in Italy floats off to work in a gondola!’

‘Do stop, you two,’ Myrtle scolded as the young girls howled with laughter. ‘I want to hear more from Rosa about Galileo.’

‘He knew all about the stars, he invented, er …’ Rosa mimed looking through an eye glass.

‘TELESCOPE!’ Maggie cried.

‘Telescope. Galileo, he study stars,’ Rosa replied.

Much impressed, Nora reverently murmured, ‘This Galileo fella must have been really, really clever to invent a blinkin’ telescope!’

Rosa smiled gently at Nora, whom she loved more with every passing day. ‘You are clever, Nora!’ she exclaimed. ‘You teach me English and you teach me to build bombs too!’

‘That’s not clever,’ Nora said with a dismissive shrug. ‘That’s just normal.’

Before Nora could take the conversation off in another random direction, Myrtle quickly got a word in edgeways. ‘Do you draw or paint now, Rosa?’

Rosa’s honey-brown eyes grew wary, ‘No,’ she said abruptly.

‘That’s a pity, considering you’re an artist,’ Nora insisted. ‘You must miss it, drawing and sketching and that,’ she added vaguely.

‘I have no … how you say, tools,’ Rosa said guardedly.

Impressed by Rosa’s apparent genius, Nora looked downright disappointed. ‘That’s a proper shame,’ she lamented.

As the hooter sounded out, calling the girls back to work, Maggie stubbed out her cigarette. ‘She’s not going to get far without owt to paint with, is she?’ she said to Nora, who was clearly reluctant to drop the subject.

‘I could ask mi dad if he’s got any brushes,’ Nora innocently offered.

Maggie threw an arm around her friend’s shoulders. ‘Sweetheart, we’re talking brushes for painting pictures, not redecorating the back bedroom!’

Laughing and giggling, with their arms intertwined, Nora and Maggie made their way back to the cordite line, leaving Myrtle shaking her head as she watched them go.

‘Silly girls,’ she said with great affection.

‘Nice girls,’ Rosa added with equal affection. ‘My friends.’

Rosa met Kit’s and Violet’s children one sunny afternoon after they’d all finished their shift. At the sight of the babies, Rosa’s English went right out of the window. Crouching before Billy, who immediately grabbed hold of her hair, Rosa cooed, ‘Oh, che bel ragazzo! Quanto forte un ragazzo!’

Taking beaming baby Stevie in her arms she whispered tenderly, ‘Buon giorno, cherubino!’

Rosa was curious about where the babies stayed whilst their mothers worked their shifts.

‘Come and see for yourself,’ Violet said as she led her to the Phoenix day nursery, which was to the east of the complex, well away from the noise and dirt of the factory. It consisted of various rooms that all opened on to a large partly covered play area, where the babies in the prams could sleep and the older children could play.

‘Billy’s in here with the toddlers,’ Kit said, as her son ran off to play with his friends in the sand pit. ‘It’s a long day for them, as long as our shifts, in fact, unless someone arrives to pick them up early. They get all their meals here and after their dinner they always have a sleep on these,’ she said, pointing out a stack of child-sized metal-and-canvas beds.

‘The babies are next door,’ Violet added. ‘They have their own cots and when they’re not sleeping there’s a carpeted area where the older ones can roll around with their little friends,’ Violet said with an indulgent smile.

‘And what about mother who is feeding baby?’ Rosa asked.

‘I breast-fed Stevie until I had to come back to work, then it was on to the dried baby milk for him – there’s no choice,’ she said a little sadly. ‘But at least I got the chance to breast-feed him – I loved it,’ she admitted.

Rosa’s face softened as she watched Violet tenderly kiss Stevie on both cheeks before she settled him in his pram.

‘Let’s go home and see Dada,’ she said, as she set off for her home in the nearby domestic quarters.

‘She is very good mother,’ Rosa observed.

‘A wonderful mother,’ Kit agreed. ‘Though she was a bag of nerves to start with, all fingers and thumbs.’ Seeing Rosa’s puzzled expression, she added, ‘It was difficult at the beginning.’

‘Why?’ Rosa asked.

‘Violet’s a nervous woman,’ Kit answered thoughtfully. ‘Bad things happened to her before she came here.’

‘Poverina, poor thing,’ Rosa said with genuine compassion. ‘How could bad things happen to her? She’s an angel.’

Kit shook her head as she answered sadly, ‘Believe me, they did.’

It was difficult to get Billy away from his friends, who were now busy eating sand.

‘Ugh, no!’ Kit cried, wiping sand off Billy’s face.

‘He looks like you,’ Rosa commented. ‘Black hair, beautiful big dark eyes and lips like ciliegia, like cherries!’ she laughed.

After swinging gurgling Billy around in a circle, Kit popped him into his pram and tucked a blanket over him.

‘You must come and see Billy’s garden, right up there on the top of the moors,’ she said as she pointed through the nursery windows to the high moorland peaks.

Rosa followed her gaze. ‘Oh, yes, please, I would like that very much!’

Kit and Ian organized a picnic party for Rosa at Yew Tree Farm.

‘It’ll give her the opportunity to meet us all outside of work,’ Kit said. ‘She must think we sleep in our white turbans and overalls!’ she joked.

Rosa was charmed by Kit’s home. She especially loved the garden, half of which Kit, having persuaded local gardeners to give her their spare seeds and cuttings, had given over to growing fruit and vegetables. Billy had claimed his own little patch too: when Rosa arrived she found him sitting on his tomato plants!

‘Your garden, it reminds me of home,’ Rosa said wistfully as she scooped the little boy into her arms and kissed him on both chubby
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