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1. London, January 1944

Julia Thorpe hurled an armful of clothes into her suitcase; as skirts, blouses and cardigans fell in a heap on top of her precious books, she began to cry. She wouldn’t need Shakespeare, Jane Austen and T. S. Eliot where she was going!

Falling on to her bed, Julia abandoned herself to tears, which just made her feel even guiltier. What if all the millions of conscripted women across the nation reacted in the same self-indulgent manner as she had? There’d be no bombs or planes built and who would work the land to provide food for a nation that was on the edge of starvation? Buses and Red Cross ambulances would stand empty without their female drivers; the country would literally grind to a halt.

Julia knew that signing on as a Bomb Girl was unquestionably her duty, but she’d been so close to her dream of going to Oxford. In her mind she’d walked the streets of the old city on her way to early-morning lectures; she’d pictured her garret room overlooking a leafy quad; and she’d imagined herself on autumn days cycling around the town with a long scarf wrapped around her college gown.

‘Damn! Damn! Damn!’ Julia seethed as she pummelled her lilac satin eiderdown.

Her sobs were too loud for her to hear a tap at the door, so she was startled when her older brother, Hugo, walked in, calmly puffing on his pipe.

‘Cheer up, sis, it’s not that bad,’ he said with a cheery smile.

‘Go away!’ she mumbled as she wiped away her tell-tale tears on the eiderdown.

Ignoring her red, scowling face, Hugo settled himself on the pretty padded chair beside her dressing table.

‘Can’t you see I’m busy packing?’ Julia said, as she struggled to her feet and straightened her golden-blonde bobbed hair.

Hugo hid a smile at the sight of the flimsy silk underwear and nylons she’d flung into her case.

‘You’ll need something more substantial than that lot to keep you warm up North,’ he joked.

‘What do you suggest? Clogs and shawl?’ she asked crossly.

‘Warm jumpers, trousers and skirts – and stout boots,’ he suggested with a knowing wink.

‘I’m not going on a walking tour of the bloody Alps,’ she snapped, as she turned her back on him to resume her packing.

‘Okay, okay,’ Hugo said, as he rose to his feet. ‘I’ll leave you to your bad mood.’

‘It’s all right for you,’ Julia grumbled. ‘Just because you’re a man you get away with everything!’

Hugo burst out laughing. ‘Don’t be so damned silly!’

‘Daddy would have let you go to Oxford,’ she said sulkily.

‘He would not!’ Hugo exclaimed. ‘He wouldn’t have let either of us shirk our duty and you know it.’

Their eyes locked: Julia knew exactly what her brother was talking about. Hugo had lost his left hand when he’d been attacked by a German Messerschmitt as he was heading home across the Channel after a night raid. He’d insisted he could fly with one hand, but, for all his bravado, he’d been discharged from military service and now worked for the Ministry of Information in London. It was a worthy enough job, but Hugo never got over leaving his beloved RAF.

‘So why didn’t he stop me taking the wretched entrance exam in the first place?’ Julia continued. ‘Did he hope I’d fail and that would be the end of my academic ambitions?’

‘We’re in the middle of a war, sis. I actually doubt the old man gave your Oxbridge exam much thought,’ Hugo said in his father’s defence.

‘That sums it up perfectly!’ Julia cried miserably. ‘Daddy’s life belongs to the army and Mummy’s to the Red Cross – duty’s really all that counts in this house.’

Hugo’s expression darkened as he listened to his younger sister. ‘Stop right there, Jay!’ he commanded. ‘Damn it, of course father’s life belongs to the British Army: he’s deploying troops all over Europe. You can hardly blame him for not keeping up with what’s going on at home.’

Feeling embarrassed, Julia flushed at his words.

‘And as for Ma, she’s a bloody hero,’ Hugo continued. ‘Driving around the city during enemy air attacks, risking her life to dig out the dead and the wounded from blazing ruins.’

Julia’s head drooped. Swallowing back tears, she managed to murmur, ‘I’m sorry. I know I’m behaving badly. It just seems so cruel to get a place at Oxford and then have it snatched away because of this damn, blasted war.’

Hugo’s heart ached to see his sister so wretched. Pulling her into his arms, he held her close to his chest and kissed the top of her head. ‘Darling girl, when this filthy war is over you can follow your dreams, but for now you must do your duty, just like millions of other men and women up and down the country.’

Julia lifted her beautiful green eyes flecked with little golden flashes to gaze into Hugo’s sombre face. ‘I know. I’ll buckle down once I get there,’ she promised feebly.

‘That’s my girl,’ he said, as he gave her a kiss on each cheek. ‘Now finish your packing and I’ll drive you to the station.’

After he’d left the room and closed the door behind him, Julia stared at her suitcase. Damn it! She’d take the books, even if she didn’t read a single one – the sight of their familiar covers would make her feel better. And she’d take her typewriter too; she’d started to write her first novel when she thought she was going to Oxford, and there was no reason why she shouldn’t continue with it just because her circumstances had changed. She packed all the sensible clothes Hugo had suggested – plus, seeing as she was going to Lancashire, a raincoat as well!

‘You shouldn’t be wasting your precious petrol ration coupons on me,’ Julia said, as they bounced along the rutted streets littered with shattered concrete, brickwork and broken glass. Areas that had once been leafy and green were now blocked by trees that had been uprooted by bomb blasts. Julia stared at a tenement block that looked as though it had been sliced in half with a knife: upstairs, beds and wardrobes seemed to be balancing precariously, as if any minute they would tumble and fall into the street far below.

‘God!’ groaned Hugo, as he expertly steered his ministry car around a gaping man-hole. ‘There’ll be nothing left of London before long.’

Julia gazed sadly at the wretched sights all around them. ‘Do you think the war will end soon?’ she asked.

‘Ah, if only, sis,’ Hugo sighed. ‘I fear Herr Hitler will never capitulate – even though the war is turning in our favour, megalomaniacs like him never give in. The best we can hope for is that his generals will shoot him themselves!’

‘Miracles happen,’ Julia said with a sigh.

The Manchester train was packed to bursting point with soldiers, sailors and young men in RAF uniforms, all on the move up and down the country. But they were happy enough to give up their seats for a stunning slender girl with a winning smile.

‘Here, love, take mine,’ a cheerful sergeant said, as he rose from his window seat.

‘That’s very kind of you,’ Julia responded gratefully. ‘If you’re sure you don’t mind?’

‘Nah,’ the cheery sergeant replied. ‘Me and the lads’ – he indicated with a nod his men in the compartment and the outside corridor who seemed barely more than boys – ‘we’ll be hopping out at Watford Junction.’

Julia gratefully accepted his seat and sat down just in time to wave to her brother standing on the platform. Smiling at his sister, who looked small and vulnerable in a carriage packed with uniformed men, Hugo gave her a cheery grin as the huge locomotive belched a cloud of sooty black smoke, then started to shunt slowly out of Euston Station. Standing on the empty platform littered with discarded cigarette packets, spent matches and trampled newspapers, Hugo wondered how his clever but often too outspoken sister would fare in the bomb-building factory in Lancashire.
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2. New Digs

Flushed, hot and excited, Maggie and Nora staggered into the cowshed, a modernized farm building that the Phoenix Munitions Factory had requisitioned to accommodate some of their residential female workers. Bearing bulging shopping bags and heavy suitcases, they were red in the face and gasping for breath.

‘I’ve packed everything but the kitchen sink!’ Nora giggled as she collapsed on the sofa, which Rosa, already a resident of the cowshed, quickly vacated.

Keen to share her home with her best friends, she gave both girls a quick kiss. ‘Benvenuto, welcome!’

‘I’m too tired to understand Italian, our kid, just put kettle on for a brew,’ Maggie said affectionately to Rosa, who, though Italian, now spoke English with a heavy Lancashire accent and understood all the idioms her workmates used, though she still kept to Italian endearments for the ones she loved best.

‘Certo, cara,’ Rosa replied, as she quickly put the little black kettle on top of the wood-burning stove that kept the cowshed warm and cosy all through the cold winter months. ‘Promise me you two won’t squabble when you’re sharing a bedroom together,’ she teased.

‘I’m so happy to be here I’d agree to anything,’ Nora admitted with her sweet, gap-toothed smile. ‘I’ll never get over mi dad allowing me to leave home and come up here to live on’t moors with mi best friends,’ she said with a rush of pure joy. ‘I feel right proper grown up now,’ she announced, as she handed round a packet of Woodbines.

Maggie eagerly accepted a cigarette, but Rosa preferred to roll one of her own strong-tasting cheroots.

‘Mi mother couldn’t get me out of house quick enough,’ Maggie confessed. ‘I know I’ve been driving her and mi dad round the bend and back again since me and Les got engaged.’

‘You can say that again!’ Nora exclaimed. ‘It’s wedding this and wedding that with you these days.’

‘So?’ an aggrieved Maggie cried. ‘A girl only gets married once in her life.’

‘If she’s lucky,’ Rosa said sceptically. Seeing a hurt expression flash across her friend’s happy, glowing face, Rosa quickly adjusted her comment. ‘Though I am quite sure in the case of you and Les, your marriage will last a lifetime, carissima.’

When the little kettle whistled on the stove, Rosa brewed the tea, which she then poured into mugs. ‘A letter arrived from Gladys today,’ she told her friends excitedly. ‘It’s to all of us,’ she added, as she drew the envelope out of her cardigan pocket.

‘Oh, read it out,’ Nora implored. ‘I miss her so much.’

‘Me too,’ Maggie said. ‘But, you know, we should be grateful for small mercies: if it weren’t for Gladys going to London, we’d never be living here in the cowshed.’

All three girls smiled a little sadly as they recalled darling Gladys with her long, dark-mahogany brown hair and brilliant deep-blue eyes dancing round the cowshed in her new nurse’s uniform. She’d had to retrain as a nurse when her skin reacted violently to the cordite she handled daily. She’d struggled at first, but it turned out Gladys loved her new job, was born for it, in fact. She’d done so well she’d been offered a job working alongside her handsome boyfriend, Dr Reggie Lloyd, at St Thomas’ Hospital in London. But taking up that position had left an empty space not just in the cowshed, where she’d lived happily for almost two years, but in her friends’ hearts too.

Rosa unfolded the letter and started to read:


Dearest Mags, Nora, and Rosa,

I’m snatching a few moments to write to you as I’ve not had time to draw my breath since I arrived in London. Reggie was waiting for me at Euston Station and when I stepped off the train he presented me with a bouquet. (I dread to think how much he paid on the black market for red roses in winter!)



‘Ah, lucky Glad. I wish I could see my Les,’ Maggie said in a low yearning voice.


I’m back on the post-op ward, which I requested and which I love. It’s not a pretty sight, nursing men with terrible wounds who need life-saving surgery, but I admire their strength and humour and their determination to return to the front just as soon as they can.



‘Only to be shot at again, poor sods,’ Nora murmured sadly.


They’re heroes in my opinion and I’m proud to be able to ease their pain when they’re recovering from surgery; some don’t make it, which always upsets me, especially when they’re no more than boys and call out for their mothers on their death beds. Anyway, on a more cheerful note, it’s lovely that I’m so close to Reggie – even if I only see him for five minutes a day, it’s more than I would ever see him if I were still at the Phoenix. How is everybody? Are you all well? Rosa told me that you two girls would be moving in with her – I’m glad she’ll have company. Don’t give the poor girl earache with your nattering every night! I miss you all so much. Write when you’ve got five minutes to spare and give my love to everybody.

Yours ever, Gladys xxx



As Rosa folded the letter and returned it to the envelope, there was a thoughtful silence.

‘Do you think she’ll ever come back here?’ Nora asked.

Rosa slowly shook her head. ‘I don’t think so, not if she wants to do specialist nursing and be with her beloved Reggie,’ she replied.

‘Nothing ever stays the same,’ Nora murmured mournfully. ‘There’s always somebody coming or going.’

‘That’s wartime for you,’ Maggie groaned. ‘Nobody’s in one place for long.’

‘We’re sure to have somebody new in here with us soon,’ Rosa added as she topped up everybody’s mug of tea.

‘That will make a full house,’ Nora commented.

‘What difference does it make?’ Maggie said mournfully. ‘Whoever comes next won’t hold a candle to our lovely Glad.’

A few hours later, after the girls had shared a frugal supper of baked beans and slices of cold spam, there was a knock at the door. It was Nora, wearing an old woolly dressing gown, who got up to answer it. Swinging open the door, she squinted in the dark, and was just about able to make out the tall, slender figure of a woman silhouetted against the night sky.

‘I think this might be my new lodgings?’ the woman declared in a clear, ringing voice, as she handed Nora a sheet of official-looking typewritten paper.

‘Oh … yes, come in, please,’ Nora warmly responded. ‘We were told to expect somebody soon but we didn’t think it would be right away,’ she added, as she bustled the newcomer into the warm room.

After her long walk up the dark cobbled lane to the cowshed, with a fox-fur stole thrown carelessly around her neck and a soft brown felt trilby hat set at a jaunty angle on her blonde bob, Julia blinked as she entered the room; the other three girls blinked for altogether another reason. Who was this willowy, elegant woman dressed like a model in expensive tweed trousers and smart brown tie-up brogues?

‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said, as she extended a slim pale hand to the three women in their nightwear. ‘I’m Julia Thorpe.’

Overawed, the three girls just about managed to make their own introductions, before Nora, thinking the tight-lipped girl might loosen up with tea inside her, moved forwards.

‘Fancy a cuppa?’

‘I’m awfully tired,’ Julia said apologetically. ‘I’ve been travelling all day and I’m longing for my bed. Would you mind very much showing me to my room?’

‘Yes, of course.’ Though taken aback by Julia’s formal tone, Rosa nevertheless responded politely as she led her towards the vacant bedroom.

Rosa was quick to notice that Julia’s face appeared to fall as she took in the stark metal bed and cheap flimsy wardrobe. She wondered what kind of surroundings Julia had come from, given her stylish clothes. No doubt she had her own lovely room with a luxurious double bed, and a deep closet full of glamorous ball gowns, the likes of which most of the girls at the Phoenix would never even have seen, let alone owned.

‘And here’s the toilet and bathroom,’ Nora chipped in, anxious to help. ‘We’ve got running hot water,’ she added proudly. ‘Fancy that! No more soaking in a tin bath in front of the fire, eh?’ she said with genuine pleasure.

Seeing Julia’s bleak expression, Maggie gave a warm smile. ‘Would you like us to help you make up your bed?’

Tears pricked the back of Julia’s eyes as she gazed at the sheets and blankets piled up in military fashion at the end of the bed. Gritting her teeth, she recalled her father’s stern words. ‘Make us proud, do your duty and do it well, my darling.’

Before her resolve broke and she made a complete fool of herself, Julia turned abruptly to Nora, Maggie and Rosa who were all hovering uncertainly in the doorway.

‘No, thank you. Goodnight,’ she said in a tight clipped voice, before quickly shutting the door on their startled faces.

Creeping back into the living room, the girls sat around the crackling wood-burner, where they whispered to one another.

‘Oh, my God!’ said Maggie in a barely suppressed voice. ‘She’s so posh!’

‘Shhh!’ Rosa hissed. ‘She might hear you.’

‘One thing’s for sure,’ said Nora. ‘Miss Julia Thorpe in yon back bedroom is never, ever going to fit in at the Phoenix!’
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3. The Shop Floor

Rosa, Nora and Maggie were keen to relate the latest domestic events to their old friend Kit, who worked in the filling shed, whilst the three of them worked on the cordite line. On long, twelve-hour shifts they filled bomb cases to a specified level with cordite, then inserted an empty tube for the detonator, which would be loaded further down the line. The Canary Girls, as the girls on the cordite line were nicknamed because of the yellow chemical staining on their skin, made sure they tucked their hair tightly under their turbans (which were part of the mandatory factory uniform); if they didn’t, any escaping hair would be bleached bright yellow by the dangerous explosive. Older, more experienced Canary Girls said the unsightly stains could be removed with milk, but, as far as Rosa, Maggie and Nora were concerned, it never completely worked.

A former resident of the cowshed, Kit had moved out after she’d married; she now lived with her husband, Ian, and her young son Billy, and another baby was on the way. Their home was a big old farmhouse on the Pennine Moors, which meant she regularly needed an update on the latest developments in her former home.

‘You’ll never believe it!’ Nora cried, as Kit settled down at the canteen table beside her friends.

Seeing Nora’s flushed face, Kit responded with an indulgent smile. ‘Go on, I can see you’re dying to tell me.’

‘We’ve got a new girl in the cowshed!’ Nora announced.

‘A POSH new girl,’ Maggie added, as she handed round cigarettes, which Kit, previously a heavy smoker, just couldn’t take these days and therefore politely turned down. ‘She’s rich too, from the look of her smart clothes,’ Maggie said a little enviously.

‘Is she nice?’ Kit asked.

‘She seems pleasant enough,’ Rosa said diplomatically. ‘It’s early days for the poor girl.’

‘She went straight to bed almost as soon as she arrived,’ Nora said in a disappointed voice.

‘She’s definitely not from these parts,’ Maggie informed Kit. ‘You can tell by her accent that she’s a Southerner.’

‘All lah-di-dah!’ Nora giggled. ‘She won’t understand a word us Lancashire lasses have to say.’

Rosa burst out laughing. ‘Hell fire!’ she exclaimed in a deep Lancashire accent. ‘I didn’t understand anything when I first arrived at the Phoenix.’

Nora immediately made an excuse for Rosa, whom she unconditionally adored. ‘You’re different,’ she said with a smile. ‘You’re Italian!’

‘It doesn’t matter where anybody’s from,’ Rosa pointed out. ‘You Bomb Girls are a tight-knit community; it takes time to get to know you.’

‘Are you saying we’re stand-offish?’ Nora asked in astonishment.

‘No, not at all, you’re welcoming – but behind the welcome you can, occasionally,’ Rosa added cautiously, ‘be harsh to judge.’

Feeling guilty, big-hearted Nora turned to Maggie. ‘We didn’t say owt to upset Julia, did we?’

Maggie shook her long thick auburn curls that she’d just released from the restraints of her white turban. ‘How could we have?’ she demanded. ‘She went straight to bed.’

‘Where is she now?’ Kit asked curiously, as she looked around the canteen packed with women smoking cigarettes and drinking large mugs of hot tea.

‘She’s being debriefed by Malc,’ Maggie said, as she rolled her eyes in amusement.

‘I don’t know how she’ll ever fit in,’ Nora said bleakly, repeating her words from the previous night. ‘Not here at work or in the cowshed with us either.’

‘Just give her time,’ Rosa urged.

Kit smiled as she recalled her emotions when she first entered the cowshed. ‘I thought it was the most wonderful place on God’s earth,’ she confessed.

‘Me too, I love it,’ Maggie agreed.

‘But if you’ve been brought up posh, unlike us, it might come as a bit of a shock,’ Nora pointed out.

Maggie lit up a Woodbine, and, after slowly blowing out a plume of smoke, she murmured thoughtfully, ‘God only knows what Malc will make of Miss High and Mighty!’

Malc, in fact, had taken to the new girl, who – although not from the same class as most of the other women in the factory – seemed bright and willing, and very curious about the bomb-making process.

‘What happens to the bombs once they leave here?’ Julia asked.

‘Well, that information is top secret,’ Malc replied. ‘But I don’t think I’m giving away any state secrets by saying they’re taken where they’re most needed on the front line. You’ll see them being shipped out of the Phoenix just about every day.’

After Malc had carefully explained the dangerous sparking potential of jewellery, hairpins and slides on the factory floor, Julia assiduously checked there was nothing metal about her person before changing into the Bomb Girls’ uniform in the ladies’ toilets: white overalls, a white turban and heavy-soled rubber boots. Once Julia was kitted up, Malc led her to the filling shed, where he introduced her to Kit, who was back on her shift after the break.

‘This is where you’ll be working, and this is Kit: she’ll show you the ropes,’ Malc said confidently, then left the two women to get to know each other.

Though they were both wearing identical white overalls, Kit could immediately see that Julia had style. Even though weighed down by ugly rubber boots (which, like the jewellery ban, reduced the danger of sparking on the factory floor), Julia walked with an easy confidence, and she carried herself with a barely perceivable elegance. Sitting beside Kit, Julia listened intently to her teacher’s instructions on how to fill fuses.

‘Our job is to blend this mucky grey gunpowder,’ Kit started as she rolled around the explosive with her fingertips. ‘Once it’s smooth, we pack it into one of these metal cases,’ she said. ‘When the case is full, tap it gently, then stack it on to the tray.’ Kit carefully deposited the fuse on to a wooden tray on her workbench. ‘We work with twenty-five fuses per tray, and these are regularly collected by Malc, who replaces the full trays with empty ones.’

Always curious, Julia asked, ‘What happens to the fuse cases once they leave us?’

‘Further down the production line the loaded fuses will be attached to a variety of bombs and explosives,’ Kit explained. ‘Now, come on,’ she said with a grin. ‘Your turn.’

Kit smiled sympathetically as Julia handled the fine gunpowder that trickled from her fumbling fingers. ‘Don’t worry if it’s awkward to start with,’ she said reassuringly. ‘It’s close work and back-breaking too, especially if you’re pregnant,’ she said with a shy smile.

Julia glanced at Kit’s uniform, which masked her pregnancy.

‘I’m four months gone; my baby’s due in June,’ Kit said with a happy smile.

‘Is it wise for a pregnant woman to be working in these conditions?’ Julia asked abruptly.

‘I’m sure it isn’t. This stuff’ – Kit nodded towards the tray of dark-grey gunpowder – ‘sometimes makes me retch,’ she confessed. ‘But there’s a war on and we’re conscripted women, so who am I to pick a fight with Mr Churchill?’ Kit said, as she turned her attention to expertly filling the fuse cases, which poor, inexperienced Julia continued to struggle with. It was a relief when the factory hooter sounded and they could both get up and stretch their aching backs.

‘Time for a cuppa,’ Kit announced. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.’

They walked side by side to the bathroom, where they scrupulously cleaned the gunpowder off their hands in the sinks that lined one side of the long bare room, then made their way to the canteen, passing a crowd of bustling girls and chattering women, several of whom called out to Kit.

‘Hiya, Kitty!’

‘How’s that bonny little Billy of yours?’

After warmly responding to her colleagues, Kit turned to Julia and said earnestly, ‘The Phoenix women are good women. They might take some getting used to but, believe me, they’ve got hearts of gold – you’ve just got to dig a bit to find them.’

Thinking that she had no intention of digging around for people’s hearts, least of all their affections, Julia smiled bleakly and followed Kit into the canteen, where they picked up mugs of tea and chip butties from the counter.

‘This way,’ Kit called to the new girl, who looked all set to go and sit at a table on her own. ‘We usually sit together at break time,’ Kit explained as she led Julia (who would love to have sat on her own and read the morning papers) to the table where Rosa, Maggie and Nora were waiting for them. As they approached, Julia bowed her head at the curious, staring women all around her and obediently followed Kit, who drew out a metal chair for her.

‘How did Julia get on in the filling shed?’ Maggie asked curiously.

‘Very well,’ Kit replied. ‘She’s a quick learner.’

Julia wriggled uncomfortably; she wished they’d all stop talking about her like she wasn’t there.

‘We’re all on the cordite line,’ Rosa explained to Julia. ‘On the other side of the factory.’

‘I don’t know which is worse, cordite staining your skin and hair bright yellow or working with mucky black gunpowder,’ Nora said with a grimace. ‘Neither does owt for your complexion.’

‘I’m sure I’ll get used to it,’ Julia said, as she smothered a yawn; she was only three hours into her twelve-hour shift and she was already longing for her bed.

‘Were you working in munitions before you came here?’ Maggie inquired.

With her mug of tea halfway to her lips, Julia paused; how much should she say? Even though she’d only recently arrived, she could already see that she was an oddball; she certainly didn’t want to flag up anything that might set her even further apart from the Bomb Girls.

‘No, I, er, I worked in a library,’ she answered.

Nora in her guileless innocent way turned wide-eyed with wonder. ‘You worked in a proper library, with all them books?’ she gasped.

Julia smiled tightly as she nodded. ‘Yes, I like books; in fact, I read a lot.’

Nora shook her head. ‘I’m a rotten reader,’ she confessed without any shame. ‘I can’t concentrate and the words seem to dance before mi eyes till I get a belting headache. I suppose I’m just a numb bugger, that’s what mi mam always used to say to me,’ she said with a cheerful laugh.

‘Nora, you must stop putting yourself down,’ Rosa protested. ‘You taught me more about working on the cordite line than any of the bosses.’

Nora blushed at her words of praise. ‘That’s nowt,’ she answered dismissively. ‘Building bombs is what we do at the Phoenix.’

Not to be outdone, Nora – who was inordinately proud of her darling Rosa – said with a ring in her voice, ‘Rosa’s Italian! She’s been on a gondola – and she’s been to university too, studying summat …’ Her voice trailed away as she turned to Maggie for advice. ‘What were it she were studying in them foreign parts?’ she whispered.

‘Painting,’ Maggie said, as she burst out laughing. ‘And we’re not talking about redecorating the back bedroom – she’s a proper artist,’ Maggie boasted.

Rosa blushed at her friends’ sweet but rather embarrassing disclosure. ‘I studied art in my home town of Padua, before the war,’ she modestly explained to Julia, who was struggling with her bulky chip butty, which kept slipping sideways out of her fingers.

‘Oh, how interesting,’ she replied unenthusiastically, as she gave up the battle and dropped the greasy sandwich on to her plate.

Nora, who could have eaten chip butties till they came out of her ears, gaped in disbelief at the discarded food. ‘Are you not eating that?’ she gasped in disbelief.

Julia’s stomach turned as she gazed at the congealed chips on the dense white bread. ‘No, I’m not hungry.’

‘Can I have it?’ Nora asked.

‘Eeh, she’s got no shame that one!’ teased Maggie. ‘She’d eat owt!’

‘I hate to see good food go to waste,’ Nora remonstrated.

Feeling like she was behaving like a spoilt brat, Julia couldn’t get rid of the offending chip butty quickly enough. ‘Have it,’ she said dismissively. ‘Please take it!’

Rosa exchanged a disapproving look with Kit. Why did Julia have to be so brusque? It would do her no good if she wanted to make friends in the Phoenix; but Rosa had a strong feeling that Julia really wasn’t interested in making friends; she sensed that the new girl merely tolerated the munitions factory and everybody in it as part of her war effort.

As Nora chomped contentedly on Julia’s rejected food, Maggie had a novel thought that amused her immensely, ‘What with Kit from Ireland, Rosa from Italy and now Julia from London, it looks like me and you, Nora, are the only locals.’

Quickly swallowing the last of the sandwich, Nora reached across the table for her Woodbines. ‘Local yokels!’ she joked.

As the girls around the table giggled at Nora’s silly joke, Maggie threw her a mock haughty glance.

‘You won’t call me a yokel on my wedding day!’ she promised. Hamming it up and putting on a posh voice, Maggie continued, ‘In fact – with a bit of luck – you won’t recognize me in my bridal gown and veil!’

‘OOOOH!’ came a collective teasing cry from her friends.

Julia, longing for the work hooter to go off so she could escape the endless round of banter, stared gloomily at the dirty Formica table-top and said nothing.

Julia’s first day at the Phoenix was long and hard. The cold from the floors, constantly kept damp to reduce the risk of sparking, seeped up her legs until they were numb, and the bitter north wind whistling in through the permanently open factory doors made her shiver until her teeth chattered.

‘Remember to wear a woolly under your overall tomorrow,’ Kit advised at the end of an interminably long day. ‘It can only get colder.’

As Kit hurried away to pick up her little son from the Phoenix’s nursery, Julia, tired to the bone, staggered up the dark lane, slipping and sliding on the unfamiliar wet cobbles. The cowshed was warm and welcoming, with the wood-burner crackling, but tea was no more than sardines on toast and a few leftover baked beans. Julia volunteered to wash up, and then – too tired to talk – she bade goodnight to her housemates.

‘I’m sorry to be unsociable,’ she said apologetically. ‘I’m just done in.’

‘Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it,’ Nora said with a kindly smile. ‘After my first shift I could have slept on a clothes line!’

Shivering in her cold bedroom, Julia quickly changed into one of her pretty embroidered nightdresses.

‘God!’ she thought to herself. ‘What I need in this bloody ice-box is a thick winceyette nightie and a pair of bed-socks.’

Grabbing a book, she gritted her teeth as she opened the covers and jumped into bed. Even though she’d put a stone hot-water bottle between the sheets earlier, they still felt damp – how she longed for an India-rubber one that she could clutch to her chest instead of the primitive heavy bottle that barely gave off any heat. And the heavy blanket that lay like a brick on top of her and smelt vaguely of mould Julia was sure had served time in the Crimean War. Shivering with cold and feeling utterly miserable, Julia fought back tears as she tried not to remember the warmth and comfort of her cosy bed at home, with its pretty eiderdown and plump feather pillows. There’d always be a glass of hot milk on the bedside, left by their devoted housekeeper, who’d spoilt Julia rotten since she was a child, and, if she was lucky, a few homemade shortbread biscuits. Forcing herself to focus on the here and now, she began to read her favourite Shakespeare play, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, but got no further than the second page before the book slipped from her fingers and she fell into a deep sleep of complete exhaustion.
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4. Settling In

As freezing January slipped into wet February and a cloying grey mist covered the moors, Julia slowly became accustomed to her work. She was soon so quick and deft at packing fuse cases that Malc, who wasn’t given to flowery compliments, congratulated her.

‘Eeh, you’re a regular little fire-cracker,’ he chuckled, as he removed the filled tray from her bench and replaced it with an empty one. ‘You’ll break the world record for shell-filling if you carry on at this rate.’

Julia liked Malc enormously, but she hadn’t the heart to tell him that his cheerful banter was wasted on her. Because of his broad Lancashire accent and use of local quirky idioms, she could understand only half of what he actually said.

‘Anyway,’ Julia told herself wearily, ‘I’m not at the Phoenix to make friends; this is my duty, and duty comes first in my family.’

Malc wasn’t oblivious to the strains the new girl was under; he’d gathered from Kit she was pleasant enough but rather withdrawn. As far as Nora and Maggie were concerned, Julia was ‘too posh’, but Malc gleaned more from observant Rosa, who knew all about heartache brought on by homesickness.

‘She’s a hard worker and a loner, and she doesn’t volunteer much information about her personal life, but I quite understand that,’ Rosa said, as she recalled how shy and withdrawn she had been when she first arrived at the Phoenix from Germany. ‘As I told the girls, these things take time.’

‘Nevertheless, I think I should have a little word,’ Malc insisted.

‘Be subtle,’ Rosa warned. ‘Julia’s a very private person.’

‘Trust me, I’ll be so subtle she won’t even notice I’m there!’ Malc joked. ‘Haven’t you heard I have a winning way with the ladies?’

Rosa wagged her finger at him, ‘I’ll report you to Edna for flirting,’ she teased.

‘Bloody ’ell!’ Malc chuckled. ‘Don’t do that – she’ll be after me with her rolling pin.’

One morning, as Malc was passing Julia’s bench, he caught sight of her wiping a dirty stained hand across her tired face.

‘Are you bearing up, kiddo?’ he asked cheerily.

‘I’m fine, thank you,’ Julia answered politely.

‘Not missing your family down South?’ he inquired.

Julia shook her head. ‘I hardly saw my family even when I lived with them – we were always so busy, dashing about at the oddest hours. Occasionally we’d bump into each other on the way in or out,’ she said with a distracted smile.

After Malc wandered off, pushing his trolley stacked with fuse cases, Kit, who’d grown up with a brother and a sister in a squat, peat-thatched cottage where privacy had always been impossible, turned to her new workmate. ‘Is that right?’ she asked incredulously. ‘That you didn’t see so much of your family even when you were all living together under the same roof?’

Julia gazed into Kit’s deep, dark eyes; she was so tempted to open up to her new workmate, who was honest, genuine and kind; it would have been a relief to be able to tell somebody just how much she missed London and the comforts of home, and her family too, but, scared that she’d come across as a spoilt brat, Julia said with a shrug and a dismissive laugh, ‘It wasn’t that we weren’t fond of each other – we just lived very independent lives and worked odd hours too.’

How could she possibly tell Kit that her father was a major in the British Army and spent all his days massing troops for battle? Or that her brother did something mysterious in the Ministry of Information that he wouldn’t even talk to her about? Kit, who was no fool, paused in her work when she saw an awkward expression hover over Julia’s face.

‘I know what it’s like to be an outsider here,’ she murmured softly. ‘I was one miself for quite some time. I had a secret, you see, that I didn’t dare share with anybody; it took time until I knew who I could trust, if you get my meaning?’

Feeling like Kit was reading her mind, Julia blushed. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’ll remember that.’

‘Never be afraid – I’ll always understand,’ Kit concluded, and with a sweet smile she returned to her monotonous work that was only lightened by the dreamy voice of Vera Lynn singing ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’ followed by ‘We’ll Meet Again’ on the factory loudspeaker.

A few hours later, standing in a queue at the canteen counter, Julia smiled to herself as she realized with surprise that she was salivating at the sight of the meat-and-potato pie and mushy peas – a meal she would have turned up her nose at a mere month ago. Maybe eventually she would get used to chip butties after all, she thought ruefully.

During the afternoon, in between bursts of song from Joe Loss, Glenn Miller and the Andrews Sisters, Kit startled Julia by returning to the subject of her family. With no hidden agenda, Kit deftly filled one fuse case after another as she chatted.

‘So what is it you and your family do in London that keeps you all so busy?’

Choosing her words carefully, Julia said, ‘My father’s in the army and my mother’s a volunteer driver with the Red Cross.’

Kit, who’d read a great deal about the work of the Red Cross during the Blitz, looked impressed. ‘Are you after telling me your ma drives an ambulance around the city as bombs are raining down?’ she cried.

Feeling rather ashamed that she’d always taken her mother’s war work so much for granted, Julia nodded. ‘Yes, she’s been an ambulance driver since the start of the war.’

Kit quickly crossed herself. ‘She’s a braver woman than me, that’s for sure,’ she announced.

‘I suppose she is brave,’ Julia admitted. ‘I’ve never thought about it that way before.’

‘Glory be to God and all the saints!’ shocked Kit cried. ‘Your ma could have copped it every day she drove an ambulance, and it never crossed your mind she could be hit by a German bomb!’

Now feeling positively guilty, Julia recalled how she and her mother, both clutching their obligatory gas masks, would breeze past each other most days, barely exchanging more than a polite greeting.

‘Everything all right, darling?’ her mother would always call out.

‘Everything’s fine, Mummy,’ Julia would quickly reply over her shoulder as she dashed off to meet a friend or go to the library.

When Julia compared the strong bonds the Phoenix women had with their friends and families, she realized that, though she loved her parents very much, her relationship with both of them was distant. She briefly wondered if going away to school had forged a more independent relationship with her mother, and indeed her father too.

Kit interrupted her line of thought. ‘Have you any brothers or sisters?’

‘An older brother, Hugo,’ Julia replied. ‘He used to fly fighter planes in the RAF.’

Kit raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s what I call taking your life into your own hands.’

‘He took a hit after a successful raid over Berlin – he lost a hand,’ Julia added, managing to damp down as she always did any emotion when she spoke about the tragic accident. ‘Thank God he survived.’

Kit held a hand to her mouth. ‘Poor soul! Did he have to leave the RAF?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Julia said with a sad smile. ‘Although he insisted until he was blue in the face that he could fly perfectly well with his right hand he was finally discharged.’

Completely fascinated by Julia’s family, who seemed like altogether another race compared with her own, Kit couldn’t stop asking questions.

‘So what does your brother do now?’

‘Oh, something in the Ministry of Information,’ Julia said vaguely.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ well-meaning Kit thought to herself. ‘It’s like getting blood out of a stone talking to this one.’

Julia’s mind flew back to her last meal with Hugo, just before she left for Lancashire. Hugo had taken her to a Hungarian restaurant, almost hidden by banks of sand bags, in the West End. They’d had a rich goulash with spicy dumplings and thick wedges of seeded brown bread. Over pudding, sweet pancakes laced with cognac, Julia had interrogated Hugo about his new posting.

‘You’re so secretive these days,’ she’d teased. ‘I’m really beginning to think you’re a spy.’

‘Trust you, Jay,’ Hugo had mocked. ‘Always the over-imaginative one.’

‘Well, don’t leave it to my imagination,’ she’d insisted. ‘Tell me the truth!’

Hugo glanced around the crowded popular restaurant. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, sis,’ he’d whispered. ‘You’re the daughter of a major, you know damn well we’re all sworn to secrecy, so stop pushing for a story.’

‘I don’t believe you’re shuffling papers all day.’ she scoffed.

Seeing his sister’s mutinous expression, Hugo knew she wouldn’t be happy until he threw her a bone.

Dropping his voice, Hugo muttered, ‘My department is responsible for radar mapping – now, does that satisfy your overactive imagination?’

Disappointed, she’d retorted, ‘Sounds boring – you were made for finer things.’

Hugo held up the stump of his left hand. ‘Something got in the way – now buck up or I won’t take you out to dinner again.’

Kit roused Julia from her reverie. ‘Your family all seem to be doing their bit for the war effort,’ she said. ‘And so are you! Coming up here and joining us Bomb Girls takes guts.’

Fingering the gunpowder, which she could now deftly trickle into the shell case, Julia shrugged. ‘It’s not exactly like we’ve got any choice, is it?’ she said candidly. ‘You go where you’re sent.’

Taken aback by Julia’s throw-away response, Kit said passionately, ‘I never cease to thank God for sending me here to the Phoenix: it’s the first real home I’ve ever had and the people here are like a family – they took me in and made me feel welcome,’ she said, stifling a grateful sob. ‘I’ve never known anything like it in my life,’ she admitted.

Julia marvelled at Kit’s statement; she couldn’t ever imagine feeling like that about the windswept Phoenix high on the Pennine Moors, or about any of the workers, who were as alien to her as Martians on a distant planet.
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5. Maggie’s Grand Plans

As Julia became familiar with her work and the rotation of her twelve-hour shifts, she grew less exhausted; instead of falling asleep straight after tea or even during her dinner-break, she was able to take in some of the conversations going on around her. One such conversation was Maggie’s favourite subject: her forthcoming marriage.

‘I can’t afford to have my wedding invitations printed,’ she said during their tea-break one dark February afternoon. ‘So I thought I’d get them typed out.’

Nora burst out laughing, ‘Bomb Girls don’t have typewriters!’ she scoffed.

‘Mebbe Mr Featherstone’s secretary would let you borrow hers?’ Kit joked.

Everybody knew that Mr Featherstone’s granite-faced secretary, Marjorie, guarded her boss and his belongings like a Rottweiler guards a bone.

‘She’d sooner part with her right arm than let anybody near her bloody typewriter,’ Nora said realistically.

‘Back to the drawing board,’ said Maggie with a long sigh.

‘You could try sending your invitations by mi dad’s carrier pigeon!’ Nora joked. ‘He’s got loads of the bally birds in the pigeon loft in our backyard.’

Maggie shot Nora a furious look that curtailed any further dark humour at her expense.

‘Why don’t you just write them?’ Rosa asked. ‘Surely it would be simpler?’

‘Because I’m trying to be different,’ Maggie answered with her typical honesty.

As a moody silence fell, Julia said in an embarrassed rush, ‘I’ve got a typewriter.’

The girls around the table gazed at Julia in disbelief; not because she’d got a typewriter, but because she was actually joining in their conversation. The minute the words were out of her mouth Julia regretted them.

‘Stupid!’ she seethed to herself. ‘Now you’ll have to explain why you’ve actually got a bloody typewriter in a munitions factory!’

Adopting a careless manner, Julia said with a shrug, ‘I don’t know why I brought the wretched thing.’ She certainly wasn’t going to admit that she’d stupidly thought that during her stay in Lancashire she’d have plenty of time on her hands to knock out a few novels! ‘I thought I might use it to write letters home.’

No longer despondent, Maggie looked excitedly at Julia. ‘So could I have a go at typing out my wedding invitations?’ she asked incredulously.

‘I suppose so, if you’d like to?’ Julia answered lamely.

Ignoring her rather less than enthusiastic response, Maggie grinned. ‘I’d love to – can we start tonight?’

Julia’s polite smile hid her unkind thoughts; now she’d have to spend all night drinking strong tea and inhaling other people’s tobacco smoke whilst she typed out wedding invitations for Maggie. ‘Bloody fool!’ she crossly chided herself. ‘Next time keep your big mouth shut.’

After tea Julia dutifully produced her typewriter from the bottom of her wardrobe, where she’d kept it since her arrival.

‘Here we are,’ she said, as she carried it into the sitting room, where Maggie, Nora and Rosa were gathered around the wood-burning stove, smoking cigarettes and drinking strong tea, just as Julia had glumly anticipated.

‘I’ve got some typewriting paper to practise on,’ she told the girls, who nudged up so that Julia could sit beside Maggie on the battered, old mock leatherette sofa. ‘Where shall we start?’ Julia asked, as she deftly wound paper into the typewriter.

Maggie, usually so forthright, suddenly seemed nervous and uncertain. ‘What do people usually write?’

In a hurry to get the tiresome task over with, Julia said briskly as she started to type, ‘Usually it would go something like …’ – Julia read out the words as she quickly typed them – ‘Mr and Mrs Yates request the pleasure of your company at the wedding of their youngest daughter, Margaret.’

Maggie interrupted her: ‘Margaret Mary Sybil is my full name,’ she said.

‘What’s your fiancé’s surname?’ Julia continued.

‘Leslie Gordon Johnson – and he lives in Leeds,’ Maggie told her.

Julia dutifully typed in the groom’s details, then looked up to ask, ‘Have you set a date?’

‘Yes, eighth of May, my birthday – if Les gets leave,’ Maggie told her.

‘That’s a bit hit-and-miss!’ Nora giggled. ‘Don’t put any ifs on the invite – nobody’ll come if they think the groom’s gone missing!’

Seeing Maggie looking cross, Rosa gave Nora a gentle nudge in the ribs. ‘Stop interrupting, cara,’ she said softly.

Unperturbed, Nora added a defiant, ‘You can’t get wed if your fella’s not there!’

After many interruptions Julia finally finished the first draft, which she removed from the typewriter.

‘Take a look,’ she said, as she handed the sheet of paper to Maggie.

‘Oh, it does look smart,’ the bride-to-be enthused.

‘If you pasted the invitations on to pieces of card, I could decorate them with little painted flowers and lovebirds,’ Rosa generously suggested.

Maggie’s eyes glowed with pleasure. ‘Thank you,’ she exclaimed as she flung her arms around Rosa. ‘My wedding is going to be so stylish!’

Feeling relieved that Maggie hadn’t hugged her too, Julia got to her feet. ‘I’ll leave the typewriter for you to play around with,’ she said, as she smothered a yawn. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I think I might go to bed and read.’

‘Oh, rightio,’ said Maggie, sounding just the tiniest bit disappointed that the fun was over. ‘Thanks for your help.’

‘Pleasure,’ said Julia. ‘Night,’ she added as she left the room.

The minute they heard Julia’s bedroom door click shut, Nora whispered naughtily, ‘Goodnight, Ice Queen!’

‘Shhh!’ hissed shocked Rosa. ‘She was very kind lending Maggie her typewriter.’

‘I’m not saying she wasn’t,’ Nora continued in a whisper. ‘It’s just that every time you think she might drop her guard, she takes herself off as if she can’t stand the sight of us.’

‘I’m quite sure it’s not like that, cara,’ Rosa said diplomatically, as she rolled a
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