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Chapter 1

15th May 1942, Dalreay Castle, Ayrshire, Scotland

Seffy stood in her stockinged feet in front of the bedroom window while Miss Lascard knelt on the rug, painstakingly hemming the awful green dress.

‘Stand up straight, please, your ladyship. Shoulders back.’

Seffy sighed. She was slouching again. She tried to pull herself upright but could barely be bothered. She really didn’t give a fig about the stupid dress. It could hang lopsidedly for all she cared. And as for the colour! Her pal Emerald would insist on green – of course everything had to be green – but this horrid shade of lime was an abomination. Perfect if you were dark-haired and olive-skinned, like the other bridesmaid, but Seffy was fair and freckled. It simply made her look ill.

The wedding wasn’t for another fortnight and the whole thing could be called off, if Bertie’s leave was cancelled. You could hardly have a wedding without the groom.

Seffy wasn’t exactly over the moon about this marriage. She and Emerald, best friends since they were eleven, had always promised they’d have a “double wedding”. They hadn’t considered that they might not have fiancés at the same time. Emerald couldn’t possibly wait for Seffy to catch up; she was about to beat her down the aisle.

Still, at least the wedding was an occasion. It was somewhere to go and something to do and who knew what might happen or whom she might meet?

But for now – Seffy yawned – another dull day stretched before her, this tedious dress fitting her only appointment.

There was a sudden noise from downstairs. Seffy cocked her head. Wait a minute, was that …? Yes! The oppressive silence had been broken by the sound of men’s voices – deep and loud – drifting up from the hall.

‘Oh, I say! That sounds like – yes! The twins are here!’ Seffy cried, spinning towards the door and causing the seamstress to yelp as she was stabbed by a pin and the dress was yanked out of her hands.

‘Please, your ladyship—’

‘Quickly!’

Seffy flapped her hands and jiggled on the spot as Miss Lascard helped her out of the half-finished frock and into her day dress.

‘We’ll finish this later!’ Seffy said. She hobbled out of the room and onto the landing, still pulling on one of her shoes. Oh, how the excited voices and laughter coming from the hallway below had cheered her up. Finally, some life in the old place! But what were the boys doing home? Term wasn’t over yet, surely? Well, whatever the reason, it was a blessed relief they were here, filling the morgue-like house with merriment.

She stopped for a moment at the top of the stairs and bent down to peer at the scene below. Simpson was closing the front door; Father was shaking hands with Tol and Percy and slapping them heartily on the back. Mummy was flushed and squealing, as the dogs jumped up, barking and skittering on the tiled floor.

News! Good news! She tore down the stairs, one hand skimming the balustrade. Oh, don’t say one of the boys had done something ridiculous, like fallen madly in love and got engaged on the spur of the moment. She’d rather it was almost anything than that. She was the oldest, after all; she should be first.

‘What in heaven’s name is going on?’ She had to shout, over the din. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she leaped over Trixie, her little Bichon Frise, who’d decided to sit with her back to the last step.

The laughter faded away and everyone turned to look at her.

‘Well?’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘Do tell!’

‘You tell her, Tol,’ Percy said.

Ptolemy, the oldest twin, his face flushed, ran forwards and grabbed her hands. ‘Seffy, you’ll never guess! We’ve joined up!’

‘Royal Air Force!’ Percy added, proudly. ‘And we’ve been accepted. We’ve said the oath of allegiance “to our Sovereign King and his heirs and successors” and everything!’

Seffy pulled her hands away, feeling a thud of disappointment. They’d enlisted! And they were merely passing through, on their way to their new, exciting lives. She was going to be left here alone again, twiddling her thumbs. ‘But what about Cambridge?’

‘Cambridge can wait,’ Tol said. ‘This is much more important!’

‘Isn’t it marvellous, darling?’ Mummy said, a slight tremor in her voice that didn’t quite match her words. ‘It’s so exciting! Can you imagine the boys in uniform? Now do come on, everyone, don’t stand out here on ceremony. Through into the drawing room. Simpson’s bringing champagne.’

‘—yes, training overseas, in all likelihood,’ Tol was saying to their father, as everyone drifted past her, including Trixie, who trotted off with the other dogs.

Seffy crossed her arms and glared at them all. Not that any of them noticed. Well, honestly! She might as well be invisible.

She was flabbergasted. The boys had joined up! They wouldn’t be coming home for the summer, after all; they were leaving her here alone with the parents. She couldn’t be pleased; it was a disaster. It was bad enough that Teddy and all her chums were disappearing off at a rate of knots to do exciting war work. She’d had a letter only this morning from Marguerite, boasting about her role as batswoman to an RAF officer.

And now the boys, too. It simply wasn’t fair.

‘And my big news is that I’m chief bridesmaid at Emerald’s wedding in a fortnight,’ she muttered to an empty hallway. ‘Yes, big society wedding. An actual event, in actual London and a new hat and dress into the bargain. “Oh, really, Seffy? That is exciting. How marvellous!”’

But everyone had gone; she was talking to herself.

Simpson raised one eyebrow – how did he do that? – and gave her one of his looks as he marched across the hall, carrying a bucket of ice and a bottle of Bollinger.

‘Will you be joining the rest of the family, Lady Persephone?’ he asked, without breaking stride.

Hoots of laughter erupted from the drawing room. Oh, this was hopeless. If you couldn’t beat them and all that.

She exhaled extravagantly. ‘Oh, I suppose so.’ She scooped up Trixie, who had deigned to reappear. ‘Traitor,’ she whispered in the dog’s ear and then sneezed as Trixie’s fur tickled her nose.

Even though it was only eleven o’clock, she could manage a glass or two of Bolly. Besides, her silent refusal to join the others had completely missed the mark; no one had even noticed.

She trailed behind Simpson as far as the open drawing room door and as he slipped inside to start dispensing drinks, she leaned on the doorframe, stroking Trixie and listening to the absolute fuss that was being made over the twins.

The thought of Tol and Percy as war heroes was rather disconcerting. They were mere boys; her little brothers. Only eighteen. She was the eldest and she’d always been the favourite. Oh, parents weren’t supposed to have favourites, of course, but hers hadn’t been able to hide their preference down the years and the boys didn’t seem to mind. But now, suddenly, they were in the spotlight. Father looked as though he might burst with pride.

‘The most vital crew member in a Bomber Command aircraft is the navigator,’ Percy said, apparently now an expert on all things airborne.

Father laughed. ‘Ah, but the pilot’s a pretty important chap too!’

‘I’ll say!’ Tol said. ‘It’ll be good to get the first few ops under our belts. Apparently, it’s during the first five and the last five ops that you’re most likely to get the chop.’

Mummy’s hand flew up to her mouth and she and Father exchanged anxious glances.

‘Steady on, old boy,’ Father said, his smile faltering. ‘It’ll be a while before you’re out on missions. You’ve got to learn to fly the darned thing first!’

Mummy laughed a little too loudly. ‘Yes! I should think that will take yonks!’

‘Actually—’ Tol started, but Father cut him off and gestured to Simpson to hurry up with the champagne.

‘Come on, let’s toast your success!’ Father held his hand out for a glass.

“Success”? But they hadn’t actually done anything! They’d enlisted and been accepted, that was all.

Soon, flutes of Bollinger were being passed around. Mummy was already giggling and she’d only inhaled the bubbles. The boys were getting louder by the second, Father was roaring with laughter at one of their quips and no, really, this wouldn’t do at all.

‘Ahem!’ Seffy said, from her position at the door.

They ignored her. To be fair, they probably couldn’t hear.

She put Trixie down on the parquet floor and picked up the mallet attached to Father’s precious gong from the Far East, which stood just inside the door. She gave the gong a jolly good whack and the whole room was instantly filled with a satisfying boing-boing, reverberating sound. Two of the dogs put their heads back and howled. Everyone looked around, turning in their seats with startled expressions.

She had to wait a few moments, until the noise of the gong and the dogs had finally died down.

‘Actually,’ she said, stepping slowly into the room, ‘I have some news myself!’

‘Oh, darling!’ Mummy raised herself up in her seat. ‘Don’t say—? Has Teddy—?’

Her mother’s hopes were about to be dashed because Teddy Fortesque had not proposed before he jetted off to wherever he’d been posted. He hadn’t been able to tell her his destination, of course – all very hush-hush – and heaven knew when she’d next hear from him.

‘No, not that, Mummy,’ she said, with a dismissive wave. ‘No, the news is, I’m enlisting too!’

Tol laughed. ‘You?’

‘She always does this,’ Percy said, shaking his head.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘But you’re a girl,’ Tol said.

Percy sighed. ‘You always steal our thunder!’

‘I’m not stealing anyone’s thunder! You’ve signed up and so have I. I’m about to, I mean.’

Her parents exchanged worried glances.

‘But whatever for, darling?’ Mummy asked. ‘There’s absolutely no need!’

Seffy stamped her foot on the rug. ‘But there is! I have to! Women are conscripted now! Not you, Mummy, but all us bright young things. It’s our duty. My call-up papers will be here any day!’

Mummy patted the empty place beside her on the velvet sofa. ‘Oh, those. Come and sit down, darling, and have a drink. Daddy can get you off the hook. If you say you’re working on the estate, that counts as war work. No need to enlist at all! You’ll be out of it.’

Seffy felt her chest tighten. She thought she might explode with frustration. She’d been “out of it” since the blasted Blitz had begun and Father insisted she leave London and come up to Dalreay. She was thoroughly browned off with being “out of it”. She was useless. What was the point of her?

The more she thought about it, the more her sudden decision made complete sense. She should be doing her bit for the war effort. She didn’t have to wait to be called up; she could volunteer, right now. There must be something useful she could do. After all, the whole country – the whole Commonwealth, come to that – had rallied. She shouldn’t be left out. She felt a moment’s gratitude to the twins for giving her the push she jolly well needed.

‘Come on, then, old bean,’ Tol said, with a smirk, ‘put us out of our misery. What are you going to do?’

Simpson was holding out the silver platter and Seffy took a glass of champagne and thanked him.

‘As long as you’re not thinking of the services,’ Father said, firmly. ‘I absolutely forbid it. No daughter of mine is going to ruin her good name by going into the services.’

‘Gosh, no!’ Mummy said, with a shudder. ‘What about the WVS? You’d be rather good at that kind of thing, darling.’

Seffy rolled her eyes. Making tea, darning socks and shepherding evacuees? No thank you. If she was going to do her bit it needed to be more thrilling than that.

Mummy was patting the space beside her again but Seffy shook her head. She had more presence if she stood.

‘Well, nursing’s out for a start,’ Tol said, helpfully. ‘You can’t join the FANYs because it’s a well-known fact that you’re a complete baby.’

‘So, ambulance driving’s out too,’ Percy added.

‘Oh, honestly!’ Seffy said. ‘Are you two ever going to let me forget? I fainted once, at the sight of blood – one single time – about ten years ago!’

‘Did you, darling?’ Mummy asked.

‘Yes,’ Seffy said, ‘out hunting and not unreasonably, given that the bone of the chap’s arm was actually sticking—’

‘Enough!’ Mummy held up her hand.

There’d been talk of Dalreay being requisitioned by the government and turned into a hospital for the duration. Seffy had imagined the ballroom as an operating theatre and rows of patients’ beds laid out in the gallery. She’d been quite entranced by the idea of wafting around, delivering glasses of water to grateful chaps and mopping brows. But she’d gone right off the idea at Easter, when Tol, home for the hols, had pointed out the likelihood of festering wounds, seeping sores and gallons of blood. The mere thought of it made her feel woozy.

No, the boys were right. Nursing was definitely out.

Oh, fiddlesticks! There hadn’t been time to think this through. What could she do? If only there were a Hunting Corps or a Dancing Division. She was awfully good at those.

‘Let’s be realistic here, Seff, old girl,’ Tol said, leaning forward and ruffling the ears of one of the dogs. ‘What earthly use can you actually be? I honestly think, with the greatest of respect, that the fairer sex should simply stay out of it. Leave it to us chaps. You keep the home fires burning and all that.’

‘Mummy, are you going to let him talk to me like that?’

But their mother laughed, holding the sides of her eyes with one finger of each hand, to prevent crow’s feet. She was no good to anyone once she’d had a drink.

Seffy’s gaze swept the room and landed on the framed family photographs arranged in neat rows on top of the Steinbeck piano.

There, at the back, was a faded picture of that funny old aunt they never saw – Dilys, her father’s sister – dressed in Wellington boots and a sou’wester so huge it almost reached the ground.

‘Didn’t Aunt Dilys do something in the last war?’ Seffy asked.

‘Dilys? What’s she got to do with it?’ Father always got cross at the mere mention of her name.

Seffy had a vague memory, flitting at the edge of her mind, that Aunt Dilys had once done something worthy. If she could only think of it, perhaps she could do the same.

There! She had it. ‘I’m joining the … er …’ What in heaven’s name was it called? ‘The Land Army! For women! The Women’s Land Army!’

‘Army?’ Mummy queried, fingering her pearl necklace.

‘It’s not actually an army, of course, dear,’ Father said.

‘The Land Army?’ Tol asked. ‘Why?’

‘Why not?’ Seffy said. ‘I like fresh air. And gardening!’

Everyone laughed.

‘Oh, Seffy, you are a hoot,’ Mummy said. ‘Please don’t ever grow up, will you, sweetie? Stay exactly the way you are.’

‘I hardly think swanning around the rose garden with a trug and snipping blooms for an afternoon’s flower arranging counts as “gardening”,’ Father said. ‘However—’ he raised his hand ‘—I will concede that you might be on the right track there, with the Women’s Land Army. I can probably pull a few strings and get you a posting at McCready’s place.’

‘But—!’ Seffy almost choked on her bubbly. ‘McCready’s is just up the road. It’s practically next door!’

‘Precisely! You can still live here, safe and sound, where we can keep an eye on you! No need for a billet or any of that nonsense.’

Tol threw back the dregs of his glass of champagne. ‘Milking cows and cuddling lambs. Yes, I can see you doing that, Seff.’

‘But I don’t want to live here! If I’m going to do it, I want to do it properly!’

Everyone looked at her doubtfully.

‘We’re only thinking of you. I’m not sure you could manage it, darling,’ Mummy said finally. ‘You’re awfully …’ Her voice trailed off.

‘Pampered?’ Percy muttered.

‘You’ve led a very sheltered life,’ Father said. ‘Goodness, it would be like sending you into the lion’s den!’

Seffy laughed. ‘Hardly! It’s the Land Army. Other girls can do it. I really want to give it a try.’

‘Bet you ten pounds you don’t last a month,’ Percy said.

‘I accept!’ Her heart was racing. This was more like it. Excitement! A challenge! And she was only betting ten pounds. She could forfeit that if necessary.

‘Let’s make it more meaningful,’ Father said. ‘If you’re really determined to go—’

‘Oh, I am!’

‘Then let’s up the ante a little, shall we? You’ll be earning a wage for the first and, let’s face it—’ he smiled ‘—probably the last time in your life.’

Seffy’s eyes widened. ‘Gosh yes, I suppose I will. Hadn’t thought about that.’ She rubbed her hands together. ‘Goody! How much will they pay me?’

‘I propose to stop your allowance,’ Father went on. ‘You shouldn’t have an unfair advantage; you need to be on a level playing field with the other girls.’

‘Quite right,’ Tol said, grinning. Blast him and Percy. They were really enjoying this.

Seffy frowned. Stop her allowance? But how would she buy things? Oh, that was too bad. Would he really do that? This was rotten. Everyone was ganging up on her, trying to throw a spanner in the works.

Well, blow the lot of them! She’d show them all. She would join the Women’s Land Army and jolly well do her bit and she would last a month. It was only four weeks, after all.

‘Right. Seff. Ten pounds and no allowance. Do we have a deal?’ Percy asked, standing up and holding out his hand.

Seffy stepped forward and shook it. ‘Deal!’ she said.




Chapter 2

15th May 1942, Glasgow, Scotland

Irene Calder was carrying Mr Fairley’s third cup of tea to his usual table in the window when something outside caught her eye.

Rows of young women in identical khaki overcoats and brown felt hats were marching in formation down the street. Some were holding up banners on posts but they were at the wrong angle for her to read.

An elderly woman at a nearby table followed Irene’s gaze. ‘That’ll be a recruiting march.’ She rolled her eyes at her friend sitting opposite, to show what she thought of that.

Irene frowned. A recruiting march? This she had to see and there was no time to lose; they’d be gone in a minute. The bell jangled as she yanked open the door and ran outside, slopping tea in the saucer. Behind her, Mr Fairley was yelling, ‘Oi, hen, where d’you think you’re takin’ ma tea?’

She stifled a giggle. The little devil on her shoulder was urging her on. Mr Fairley was a dour old so-and-so. Irene’s charm, which never usually failed on any man, had never worked its magic on him. Let the miserable old sod wait for his tea.

She stood on the pavement and breathed in the cool morning air, so welcome after the steamy, stuffy tea room. The banners, held high above the girls’ heads, were legible now.


BACK TO THE LAND

CALLING ALL WOMEN! YOU ARE NEEDED IN THE FIELDS!

JOIN THE WOMEN’S LAND ARMY!


One of the passing land girls spotted the cup in Irene’s hand. ‘Don’t mind if I do!’ she said, breaking ranks to join Irene on the pavement.

‘Here, help yerself,’ Irene said.

The girl took the cup. The tea was so strong you could almost stand a teaspoon up in it but she didn’t seem to mind. She gulped it down and gestured to Mr Fairley, who was shaking his fist at the window. ‘He’s not looking too cheery.’

‘I dinnae care!’ Irene said. ‘He never is.’

They laughed. It was the first time in a while Irene had laughed so freely. She hardly even smiled these days. Jim was away at sea and last year their little house had been lost in the terrible bombing in Clydebank. Irene had been living with Ma since then and life seemed to be nothing but one long worry.

‘Are you doing war work?’ the girl asked.

Irene rolled her eyes. ‘Aye, for my sins. That’s no’ my only job.’ She nodded at the teashop. ‘I work nights in munitions too. It’s borin’ as hell.’

‘Leave it, then, and join the Land Army. It’s never boring! And we’ve got the best uniform of all the women’s services.’ She scratched her collar. ‘Although the shirts can be awful itchy.’

Irene hesitated. Oh, it would be wonderful to get out of the city. Jim would be proud of her and it’d be something else to write about in her letters. She had nothing to keep her here, after all: no bairns and no husband, for now, at least. Ma would pull a face but she could manage.

‘How much do you earn?’ Irene asked.

‘Minimum twenty-eight shillings a week. Less board and lodgings.’

Irene bit her lip. It wasn’t bad. ‘Now, you’re tempting me. I’m ready for a change. My husband’s in the navy and I need a distraction, you know. My head’s full of—’ She shook her head. ‘I dunno. I cannae stand much more of this. The Land Army, though …’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘It’s farm work, am I right? See, I’m no good with animals. Coos and sheep and the like. I cannae abide them.’

The girl shrugged. ‘There might be livestock. You have to be mobile and willing to go anywhere. And to pitch in.’

Irene could pitch in, all right; she wasn’t afraid of hard work. But not with animals. The only time she’d ever been to the countryside as a wee girl, she’d been chased by a herd of cows and she’d never forgotten it. So, no, the Land Army was out. It had been a nice idea, for a fleeting moment.

The girls at the tail end of the march were passing by.

‘Hey, you’d best be off, else you’ll be left behind!’

The girl waved, wished her well and dashed off to join her friends.

Irene watched them longingly, as they headed down the street, the sound of their boots getting gradually fainter until they were gone. A delivery boy on a bicycle crossed close in front, almost knocking the cup from Irene’s hands.

‘Hey, you! Mind where you’re goin’!’

She stared down the street – empty now – and felt a pang of regret. It would’ve been wonderful to get away from Glasgow but it wasn’t to be. She knocked back the dregs of the tea and raised the empty cup at Mr Fairley. ‘Cheers!’

His face was crimson. She couldn’t make out what he was saying, although she could guess. She smiled. The air in the teashop would be blue and that’d be her fault, of course. They’d have to give him another warning.

For goodness’ sake, why didn’t someone else take him a cuppa? She wasnae the only waitress in the place. Where were Agnes and Jessie? He’d have a seizure in a minute.

‘Hello! Me again!’ The land girl was back, red-faced and out of breath.

‘There’s another part of the Land Army, a branch if you like – ha!’

Irene frowned. What was she goin’ on about?

‘It’s new,’ the girl continued. ‘The Women’s Timber Corps. I know they’re looking for recruits.’ She stopped to catch her breath.

‘Timber Corps? What’s that?’

‘Working in the woods, chopping down trees for the war effort. We’re supposed to be recruiting for the Land Army but the Timber Corps might suit you better? No animals!’

The girl fished in her coat pocket and brought out a sheet of paper, folded in half. ‘Here’s the application form. Tell them you want to be in the Timber Corps!’

***

‘Dinnae bother sacking me!’ Irene called out, as she burst back through the door, to the sound of the jangling bell. She put the empty cup on a table, reached round to untie her pinny and threw it down. ‘I resign!’

Customers, the other waitresses and Mrs Mullins, the manageress, were all gawping at her. She was flushed with something: strength and purpose.

‘Good for you, hen,’ a customer muttered, finally.

‘You’re just having a bad day. You say that now, Irene, but you’ll be back here again the morrow,’ Jessie said.

‘I will not!’

Irene unfolded the application form and held it up between her forefinger and thumb. It was a wee bit crumpled but she could press it between two tea towels when she got home. Then she’d fill it in straight away.

‘I’m away to join the Women’s Timber Corps!’ she said, with a firm nod. That sounded good. She couldn’t help but grin, seeing all their dumbstruck faces. ‘See yous! I’ll send you a postcard from the forest!’




Chapter 3

29th May 1942

‘You’re very well turned out,’ the stern woman said doubtfully, peering at Seffy from behind her desk. ‘I’m wondering, Lady, er … Miss Baxter-Mills, whether you’d be quite capable of mucking down?’

Seffy was perched on a hard seat in the middle of the room, facing an interview panel of two middle-aged women and an older man. She tucked her feet under. Perhaps the sandals and shirtwaister dress had been a mistake. She should have worn her riding clothes, for a more outdoorsy look.

‘“Muck down?”’ Seffy said. ‘Oh yes, I’m sure I could.’ She wasn’t entirely sure how much “mucking down” she was going to be expected to do but she’d worry about that once she’d been accepted.

The woman’s hair was pulled back into a severe bun. She reminded Seffy of Matron from school. She’d been raising possible objections to Seffy joining the Land Army from the start of the interview. This was the person she had to convince; the other two were eating out of her hand.

‘You left school a couple of years ago, dear. What have you been doing since then?’ the more sympathetic woman asked. ‘It’s just to give us an idea of your personality.’

Seffy smiled, grateful for the change of subject. Oh, but what could she say? She could hardly reel everything off. How she’d been “finished off” in Paris and Munich, until the rumblings of war necessitated her return and when war finally broke out, she’d been doing the season. Any chance of snagging a husband had been well and truly scuppered (unless you were Emerald, of course, lucky thing). All the soirees, lunches and parties had come to an abrupt halt. Young men – including Teddy, her “best hope”, as it were – were getting drafted and suddenly no one had much appetite for fun.

She’d stayed in London for as long as possible but when the bombing got too awful, Father insisted she came up to Scotland. Since then, she hadn’t done an awful lot.

‘What have I been doing?’ Seffy mused. ‘Oh, this and that, you know. Country pursuits.’ It sounded terribly lame.

‘You’re not in a reserved occupation, then?’ the stern woman asked. ‘We have to check.’

Seffy shook her head and winced as they continued to trawl through her application form. Oh, how she’d wrestled with the question, “Present occupation”?

“Debutante”? No, that was hardly the kind of occupation they had in mind and, strictly speaking, she wasn’t a deb anymore, although, quite frankly, it had been a full-time job. The season was not for the faint-hearted. Stamina was required in spades for all those parties, balls and dress fittings, not to mention dashing up to town to meet pals.

In the end, sick of biting the end of her pen, she’d simply scribbled down, “Ready to serve king and country!” and hoped they’d overlook the lack of an occupation. Fingers crossed, they also had a sense of humour.

‘Did Mummy serve? Last time?’ the kind woman asked.

Seffy tried not to smile. Honestly, the thought of her mother doing anything other than barking orders at staff or occasionally rousing herself to pat one of the dogs or drink tea, was laughable.

They were waiting. The severe woman clearly didn’t think Seffy’s answer was going to be worth hearing. After a moment, she sat back in her seat and gazed out of the window.

‘Er … no. No, my mother didn’t serve,’ Seffy said. Blast. The stern-faced woman looked back with a nod and scribbled something on her pad.

‘But my aunt did!’ Seffy added, decisively, hoping they wouldn’t ask for more details.

They all sat forward.

‘Land Army?’ the man asked.

Seffy started to say yes and then thought again. No, come to think of it, that wasn’t right. Not Land Army but something else. A picture floated into her mind: a sunny glade deep in a forest, thick trees all around and the sound of a gurgling stream. Where on earth had that come from?

‘I think it might have had something to do with trees,’ she said, hoping for the best.

‘Ah!’ The man slapped his hand down on the table and made Seffy jump. ‘The Timber Corps! Although it was called something else then.’

‘The Women’s Forestry Service,’ the serious woman said.

‘Yes, that’s it,’ Seffy said. She was bluffing; she didn’t have a clue. It had been yonks since she’d even seen Aunt Dilys. Gosh, she could barely remember her. For reasons that she couldn’t fathom and had never bothered to investigate, Aunt Dilys was the black sheep of the family.

‘The Timber Corps might suit you,’ the woman said, begrudgingly. ‘Given your background.’ She nodded. ‘Good. We’ll put you down for the WTC.’

Seffy frowned. ‘Not the Land Army, then?’

‘There will be horses, you see,’ the nice woman said. ‘And you ride, don’t you, dear? Country pursuits, you said? The horses are used for bringing the logs out of the forests. You might have the chance to work with them.’

Seffy nodded. She supposed there’d be people on hand, to help. After all, she’d never actually “worked” with horses. They were always presented to her tacked up and ready to go. She merely got on, jiggled around a bit and handed them back. Goodness, she didn’t have a clue how to actually look after one.

‘Splendid!’ the kind woman said. ‘Now you are completely mobile, aren’t you? Happy to be posted anywhere? No relatives in the Highlands, which is where you’re likely to be sent?’

Seffy hesitated. She had a vague idea that her aunt lived somewhere up there. But what did it matter? Their paths weren’t likely to cross. No relatives, she confirmed and yes, she was completely mobile.

‘Of course, you’ll need to pass your medical.’

‘But a strong, healthy girl like you should have no trouble there!’ The old man leered at her across the table and then gave an ‘Ouch!’ as, presumably, one of the women kicked him. Quite right too.

‘Does the Timber Corps sound like it might suit?’ the kind woman asked.

Seffy liked the idea of the horses. She imagined herself leading a horse through the woods in dappled sunlight with butterflies fluttering around them. Perhaps, on her days off, she’d be allowed to go for a ride. The Highlands were supposed to be beautiful.

‘Yes, it does. Absolutely. Put me down for that.’

***

Back home, Father was most put out that she was going to join the Timber Corps rather than the Land Army but Seffy told him it was a fait accompli. There was no backing out now. He muttered and grumbled and shook his head but, in the end, admitted defeat.

Mummy said, ‘Caroline Mayhew’s cook went to work for the Forestry Commission or some such organisation and I believe she spent the whole time planting out little seedlings.’

Baby trees. That sounded marvellous. Yes, Seffy thought, I can do that.




Chapter 4

15th June 1942, Glasgow Central Station

Grace McGinty stood alone under the clock at Glasgow central station, biting her lip and mithering. Had she come to the right meeting point at the right time? Was anyone else ever going to turn up?

She’d mislaid the joining letter from the recruitment office, so there was no way of checking. After turning the cottage upside down, she’d had to leave home without it. She’d read it so many times, she almost knew the letter off by heart but there was still a doubt in her mind.

Now, she scanned the concourse, looking for any likely-looking girls or someone from the Ministry of Supply – a man in a suit with a clipboard, perhaps. But none of the passers-by fitted the bill.

No one else was here.

Mother might have hidden the letter in a drawer or thrown it onto the fire. Grace wouldn’t have put it past her. It would make Mother’s day, to see Grace come home with her tail between her legs, having missed the train and the chance to join the Timber Corps.

‘Now, we’re fine, aren’t we, Grace, just the two of us?’ she’d say. ‘How about you make us both a nice cup of tea?’

It was a miracle that Grace had got away at all and it was only because of Dougie and his encouragement that she’d dared.

The letter had come in the second post. Grace knew, from the official-looking stamps on the envelope, that it was her call-up papers. Finally! She’d started to wonder whether Mother had intercepted them, they’d taken so long.

She stuffed the brown envelope into the pocket of her apron. She’d go out later, once her chores were finished, and walk along the lane to the kissing gate and open the letter there. It was her special place, although if anyone knew, they’d surely laugh because she’d never kissed anyone in her life and wasn’t likely to.

Mother bustled in through the back door, bringing in the smell of pigs and a cool draught from outside. ‘Was that the post?’ she asked, pulling off her boots. ‘I could’ve sworn I heard Pat’s bicycle in the yard.’

When Grace told her what the postman had brought, Mother’s face fell.

‘I was speaking to someone about that at church,’ she said.

That was a turn-up; Mother never spoke to anyone, unless absolutely necessary.

‘Aye,’ she continued. ‘If you’re in farming – and goodness knows, if this isn’t farming, I don’t know what is – that counts as war work. They can’t draft you! You can write away for something. An exemption, that’s it. You can stay here, Grace!’

But Grace didn’t want to stay here. Sometimes, lying in bed at night, listening to owls hooting and the wind howling around the cottage, she felt as though a heavy weight was pressing down on her chest.

It was awful lonely. She was twenty years old and life was passing her by.

Their nearest neighbour lived miles away. She could go for weeks without seeing anyone other than Mother and Dougie-with-the-withered-arm, who helped them out on the croft. He’d failed the medical, so hadn’t been called up.

‘I have to go, Mother,’ Grace said, as firmly as she dared, bracing herself for Mother’s raised voice. ‘I’ve asked Dougie and he can come every day, if you like.’

‘Och, him!’ Mother crossed her arms.

Grace had confided in Dougie: how she wanted to get away, do something worthwhile and experience the world outside the croft and village. He’d been all in favour. ‘Good for you, Grace. Mind you stick to your guns! This place is too small for you.’

Mother was banging pots and pans on the range. ‘What good will Dougie be to me?’

He was a good worker and Mother knew it. He brought in the cows and helped with the milking, lifting two churns with his one good arm without any bother; he mucked out the byre, fed the animals and, perhaps most importantly of all, he could handle Mother’s moods. He ignored her when she was especially sharp and on the odd occasion she was nice, he was extra nice in return.

‘Dougie could stay here,’ Grace said, carefully. ‘It would save time, not having to come in from the village every day.’

‘A man? Living in this house? What would folk say?’

‘He’d be a lodger, Mother, that’s all.’

It wasn’t so strange; after all, it was wartime. All kinds of people were living in all kinds of places. Evacuees were living in strangers’ homes; land girls were billeted on farms. Grace wouldn’t suggest getting a land girl. She couldn’t inflict Mother on some poor unsuspecting townie; it would be a disaster.

‘He could have my room,’ she added.

Mother’s head jerked up. ‘Won’t you be needing that yourself when you come back?’

Grace said nothing.

Mother sighed. ‘Aye, well don’t come greetin’ to me when it doesn’t work out. You’re not one for people, Grace; neither of us are. Folk let you down. You’re best trusting no one but family.’ When Grace didn’t answer, Mother said, ‘Remember school?’

It was six years since Grace had left school. She’d hated every minute of it. She’d always been big and tall; she’d looked like a giant next to the other girls. And while it was bearable when they reached their teens and some of the girls caught her up, when they were younger, Grace was always left out of games.

She still had nightmares about the skipping in the playground. The rope they used was big enough for three or four girls to skip at the same time. You had to run in when the rope was high, timing it right so you were ready to jump when it hit the ground. But whenever Grace tried to join in, the girls turning the rope didn’t lift it high enough and it snagged on her hair and slapped her forehead or cheek.

The rope would fall, the skipping stopped and everyone moaned that she was spoiling their fun.

Aye, she remembered school all right. A bundle of laughs that was. But it was a long time ago. Sure, it would be all girls in the Timber Corps but it wouldn’t be the same. Would it?

A few days after the call-up papers had arrived, she’d been in the village shop buying cigarettes for Mother, when she’d spotted the feature about the Women’s Timber Corps on the front cover of the local newspaper.

It had seemed like the answer to her prayers. She needed to be out in the fresh air but the Land Army wasn’t an option: Mother would only say she might as well stay on the farm and she couldn’t argue with that. It had to be something else.

‘I’m joining the WTC,’ she’d announced when she got home. And braced herself for a row.

Mother had frowned. ‘What’s that when it’s at home? The Women’s Tank Corps? I’ll not see you in the services!’ She tutted. ‘Women in uniform, trying to do men’s work.’

They wouldn’t have her, in any case. Grace was sure of that. You had to be clever and polished for the services.

‘It’s the Women’s Timber Corps,’ Grace had explained. ‘Felling trees.’

‘Can’t you do that round here?’

But she couldn’t; that was the beauty of it. There were no forests around their small holding, only acres of rolling hills and the sea battering the rocks below their cottage.

Grace had applied to the WTC, passed the interview and the medical. Mother couldn’t stop her: she was going.

Before she left, Grace had said goodbye to all the animals. Then she’d walked around the rickety old cottage for the last time, saying farewell to everything.

Farewell to the range that smoked and always needed blackening; farewell to the rooms with low ceilings, where she always had to stoop. No wonder she got backache. She’d spent half her life with her head bent and her shoulders hunched. It would be good to stand up straight at last.

‘Mind your head on the eaves in that old room of mine,’ she’d told Dougie. Mother had begrudgingly agreed he could stay.

And – oh, the relief – here they came at last, the other recruits, making their way across the station concourse towards the clock. They were carrying bags, accompanied by friends and family and calling out to one another – and even to Grace, ‘Are you here for the Timber Corps?’

‘Is this the place for the WTC?’

‘Are you going to the forests too?’

Their excited blethering and laughter increased by the minute, as did the pile of luggage. Porters appeared and started to load it onto barrows, for transfer onto the train.

Grace let herself breathe and the butterflies in her stomach eased a little. This was really happening. She’d escaped – at least for a wee while. She was finally going to earn a wage; she was joining the Timber Corps. There were plenty of other worries whirling around in her mind but missing the group she was meant to join today was no longer one of them.

A swanky, fair-haired girl – English, by the sound of her and dressed in an expensive-looking suit – had just arrived in the company of a man who was carrying her suitcase.

‘Is that your boyfriend?’ someone asked and she shrieked.

‘Goodness, that’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard!’ She lowered her voice. ‘That’s Henderson, our ghillie. He’s old enough to be my father! He drove me here. I know, tut, tut. Don’t ask where we got the petrol!’

She shook her head and patted down her blonde curls.

‘No, my beau’s in the RAF. Training overseas,’ she said, loudly enough for the whole station to hear.

Grace rolled her eyes. Was that girl really joining the Timber Corps? With that clipped voice of hers, she sounded like an actress or someone on the wireless. Grace couldn’t imagine anyone less suited to working in the forest.

Mind, she wasn’t the only one who looked as though she wouldn’t last five minutes. The clothes they were wearing! Heels and tight skirts, a jacket with a fox fur collar – at least that would be warm – and good grief, there was someone in a hat with a veil attached. Clearly, that lassie thought she was off to a wedding not to the middle of nowhere for some hard grafting. Perhaps these girls had ticked the wrong box on the application form? It was summer now. Imagine how they’d cope when winter came to the Highlands and it was freezing cold, snowing and blowing a hooley?

Aye, well, it’d be interesting to see how they fared. Just as long as she didn’t have to make up the slack when they failed.

The man from the ministry was here now, walking amongst the groups of girls, asking for names and ticking them off his list. Any minute he’d start ushering them along to the platform.

Grace watched as the fond farewells began. They might look ill-equipped for working outdoors but most of the girls had something Grace was definitely lacking: loved ones to see them off.

She felt a twist of envy as brothers and sisters, parents and grandparents and even a couple of men in uniform, hugged and kissed girls goodbye. Promises were made to write; entreaties rang out across the concourse to: “Keep well and safe!” and “Have fun!”

Grace shoved her hands in her coat pockets and tried not to mind that she was here on her own.

Mother wouldn’t have made the journey to the station even if she’d begged her. Or she’d have only come to persuade Grace to give up this foolhardy notion and come back to the croft where she belonged.

A ginger lass was standing nearby with her similarly red-headed parents and a gaggle of children. They must be the girl’s younger brothers and sisters and they were all in tears and hanging on to the girl’s skirt as though they might never see her again.

Grace stiffened as a pretty, dark-haired girl sidled up to her. She’d seen her arrive at the station earlier with a woman that she assumed must be her mother. After a few minutes, the older woman had been sent on her way with a no-nonsense peck on the cheek and now she, too, was standing on her own.

‘Hello, I’m Irene Calder,’ the girl said, holding out her hand. ‘Mrs,’ she added. She was older than most of the others: mid-twenties, at a guess.

They shook hands. Mrs Calder’s was soft, Grace noticed.

‘Grace McGinty,’ she said. She cursed her mother every time she had to tell someone her name because she was the least graceful person she knew. She was tall and clumsy and it was like a cruel joke, christening her “Grace”. She yearned for a plain, ordinary name, like Joan or Pam. Something that didn’t mean anything else and that didn’t highlight what you weren’t, every time someone said it.

Irene Calder was looking her up and down. ‘You’ll dae all right at this, I reckon,’ she said, in a broad Glaswegian accent.

Grace winced. This petite woman, wearing high heels and a slick of red lipstick and who looked like she’d stepped off the cover of a magazine, was surely about to make her feel rotten.

‘Dinnae look so worried, hen,’ she continued. ‘I only meant, you’ve got the physique for it. That’s nae bad thing! You’ll be taking the work in your stride, is all I was thinking. How tall are you? Five eight?’

‘Five nine,’ Grace mumbled.

‘Lucky you. I’d give anything to be tall! I might have been a ballet dancer or a fashion model, if I’d been tall. I have to try to make up for it with these.’ She lifted her shoe to show an elegant high heel. How on earth did she manage to walk in those? It must be like wearing stilts. ‘I’m average height for a woman,’ she went on, ‘but I dunnae like it.’ She nudged Grace and grinned. ‘I hate being average at anything!’

They shared a smile. Perhaps Grace had misjudged her. Irene Calder was awful pretty – and she had a pretty name, too – but she didn’t seem the type to look down her nose. No, she seemed kind and she was chatty which was a good thing. It meant Grace didn’t have to worry about filling any long silences.

‘Anyways, hen, what made you decide to do this? Join the Timber Corps?’ she asked.

Grace shrugged. ‘I’m used to the land. I couldn’t stand being in a factory.’

‘No, me neither. I mean, I did, for a while. I was working in munitions but I hated it. The noise! Nearly drove me barmy.’

Grace nodded and looked down at her feet.

They waited in silence for the man from the Ministry of Supply to reach them.

Irene Calder tapped her foot and then turned away, to talk to another girl standing nearby.

They chatted for a minute then, ‘What made you enlist?’ the girl asked Irene.

Grace could have kicked herself. What was she thinking? She should have asked Mrs Calder about herself. Why had she enlisted and where did she stay, when she wasn’t off up to the Highlands?

She’d got it all wrong. No wonder the woman had turned away and found someone else to speak to. Grace had missed her chance to make a friend.




Chapter 5

At the station, Henderson, the ghillie, stuck to Seffy’s side like glue until it was time to head for the platform and board the train. Father’s orders, no doubt. It jolly well served him right when someone asked if he was her beau and he blushed scarlet.

Thanks to Henderson cramping her style, she hardly had chance to exchange a word with the other girls but she managed to tune in to some of their chatter. They were exchanging names, home towns and details of where they’d worked before.

Gosh, it was quite astounding. She’d never considered the different jobs women had before. This lot had been domestics, factory workers, shop assistants and hairdressers. Someone had worked in a tearoom, another in a city centre hotel. Nothing wrong with that, of course. Goodness, how would the world run without women doing those jobs? But they were all “townies”; they weren’t like her.

Soon, she and the other recruits were piling onto the train and, before it even set off, Seffy’s compartment was full of excited Scots voices: soft lilting tones as well as the harder accents of the Glaswegians. The “Weegies”, as they called themselves.

Seffy recalled Mummy’s advice before she’d left home. ‘Don’t throw your Englishness about too much, darling. The Scots can be a little touchy. Conquered race and all that.’

She glanced at the girls around her and then up at her suitcase in the rack opposite. The luggage label dangling down from the handle read: Lady P. Baxter-Mills. It mightn’t be a good thing to be English and titled in her new role. She was going to stand out from the others like a sore thumb.

As the train started to pull out and the girls waved to their families standing on the platform, Seffy had an idea. Perhaps she could disguise her accent? She’d always been a dab hand at impersonations. At school, her take off of Miss Denton and Miss Wilcock had been triumphs. She’d had constant requests to mimic them.

Of course, she wasn’t that familiar with Scottish accents – she only heard those of the staff at Dalreay – but how hard could a Scottish burr be? She only had to roll her r’s, say “wee” instead of “small” and speak in a higher pitch. It would definitely help her fit in. It might even be a lark, to reinvent herself.

The other girls were settling into their seats now and the excited clamour had died down.

‘Has anyone worked in a forest before?’ Seffy asked, in her best Scottish brogue.

They stared at her.

The girl in the seat opposite frowned. ‘Are you Irish?’

‘Noo,’ Seffy said, with a plummeting heart. ‘As I said, I was only wondering, if any of you had done this kind of thing before?’

‘No, wait. You’re Swedish, am I right?’ another girl asked.

‘You talk awful strange!’

She couldn’t do it; not while they were all staring at her like this. Oh, blast. This hadn’t been one of her best ideas. Now they’d probably think she was making fun of the way they spoke.

‘Actually, I’m English,’ she admitted, in her normal voice, wincing and wishing she wasn’t.

‘Aw, never mind. No one’s perfect!’

‘Someone has to be, eh?’

Everyone laughed and Seffy joined in, relieved.

‘Has anyone worked in a forest before?’ she asked again. Nobody had.

‘What about you?’ someone asked.

‘I’ve never swung an axe in my life,’ Seffy said. ‘I’ve only swung a handbag!’

At least she’d managed to make them all laugh.

These girls were rather nice and certainly better than some of the others at the station, who’d sounded rather rough around the edges.

Fingers crossed she wasn’t going to be expected to bunk up with any of them.

***

Farrbridge, the Cairngorm Mountains, Scotland

It was a long journey up to the Highlands and the girls dozed for much of it, exhausted by the early start and their initial burst of “Timber Corps fever”. Then there was an uncomfortable ride in a lorry from the station, packed in like sardines.

Once they arrived in camp, Seffy was rather hoping for a rest and an early night but Miss McEwen, their new supervisor who’d met them off the train, had other ideas.

They assembled in the dining hut for a disappointing supper of potatoes and burnt rabbit stew, after which uniforms were to be distributed for those in need. Some of the recruits had apparently been to a training camp and had arrived from there that morning. They already had their uniforms.

Seffy felt rather put out. This was the first she’d heard of any training camp. Over supper she checked with the other girls on her table and was reassured to find she wasn’t the only one who’d been excluded. It was rather a poor show. She’d make an official complaint, once she knew who to complain to.

‘I wouldn’t fret too much about missing the training, hen,’ a girl sitting opposite, said. ‘We were up at the crack of dawn every day and it was awful hard work. Look.’ She held up her hands, which were covered in scratches and blisters.

Seffy winced and turned away. Yuck. If she hadn’t been absolutely famished, it would have put her right off her meal.

The girl laughed. ‘We arrived this morning and they had us felling, sawing logs and loading up the lorry. We only finished an hour ago. No rest for the wicked, eh?’

Gosh, that did sound tough. In contrast, Seffy had done nothing today except sit on a train.

‘I’m going to be working with the horses,’ she told the girl. She wouldn’t be felling trees. Seffy’s hands would, with any luck, stay blister-free.

Perhaps it hadn’t been such a bad thing to miss out on the training course, after all. If there were girls here with more experience than her, she might be able to take a back seat. That would suit her just fine.

The uniforms were laid out according to size on trestle tables at the back of the dining hut and Miss McEwen instructed the girls to take two pairs of breeches, socks, a fawn shirt, pullover, tie and a beret each. The berets had a natty little fir tree badge. The pullover, tie and beret were all green. Emerald should join the WTC, Seffy thought. She’d be in heaven.

‘Ooh la laaa!’ One of the girls had grabbed a beret and put it on at a jaunty angle.

‘Once you’ve got those, there are overalls, jackets, boots and sou’westers over here!’ Miss McEwen yelled. ‘I suggest you keep your uniform for best.’

‘Best?’ Seffy queried. She couldn’t possibly imagine a situation when these odd garments might be thought of as “best”.

‘For when you’re representing the WTC,’ Miss McEwen said, sharply. ‘At church, for example, or on a march. For day-to-day work, you’ve got your overalls and jackets.’

Once they had their kit, Miss McEwen read out the names of the girls allocated to each of the three dormitories. They were primitive-looking wooden huts – all, apparently, named after famous Scots: Burns, Carlyle and Stevenson.

‘Right, away to your dorms,’ the supervisor said, once the final name had been called. Seffy had to swallow her disappointment: she
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