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Chapter 1

Blantyre Forest, Scottish Highlands, Saturday 12th June 1943

‘Righto, girls!’ Seffy said. ‘Everyone move back now.’

The lumberjills had gathered round to watch this monster fall. A couple of girls had taken off their berets, respectfully.

The tree had started to creak. Seffy gazed up at it: a huge Douglas fir, towering eighty feet above them, high up into the cerulean sky. There was a gaping white wound in its base, where she’d cut in with the axe. Then she and Morag had taken one end of the crosscut each and sawn expertly through the trunk.

Seffy wiped her brow with the back of her hand. Phew, it was warm work.

She glanced around to check the five other girls were standing well clear. Then she stepped forward and patted the fir’s rough bark.

‘What’re you doin’?’ Enid asked.

‘I always give them a little thank you for their part in the war effort,’ Seffy said.

She smiled as she imagined Morag behind her, tutting and rolling her eyes. Once her little moment of sentimentality was over, she placed both hands on the trunk and gave it a firm shove.

The creaking got louder; the tree started to tilt.

Seffy watched, satisfied it was moving in the right direction, then – her favourite part – she cupped her hands around her mouth, lifted her head and yelled, ‘TIMBERRRRR!’

Her voice echoed through the forest as, WHOOSH! down it went, gathering pace and falling in exactly the right spot with an almighty crash.

There was nothing quite like it. Even after a year as a lumberjill and with hundreds of trees under her belt, it was still a thrill to fell a tree.

Flora gave a little cheer and Seffy grinned at her.

She didn’t look at Morag and Grace. They certainly wouldn’t be cheering or grinning. Three weeks ago, Seffy had changed the working pairs around and she wasn’t in their best books.

‘But you always work with Grace and I always work with Enid!’ Morag had complained.

‘All the more reason to swap,’ Seffy had replied, cheerfully. ‘A change is as good as a rest! Don’t want to get stuck in a rut, do we?’

Seffy had caught the look of hurt and confusion on Grace’s face and had felt a stab of guilt. She’d worked with Grace from the start, and they’d always been a good team, but things had changed. It was simply easier not to be around Grace at the moment.

Morag had muttered something and stomped off but she’d accepted Seffy’s decision. She was their leader girl, after all.

Grace hadn’t said a word. Seffy knew she wouldn’t argue – it wasn’t in Grace’s nature – but she could see from her slumped shoulders and set mouth that she was upset.

‘Is it no’ time for a cuppa yet?’ Flora asked. The others groaned and laughed. Flora, the youngest at only sixteen, was always ready for a break and seemed to have an internal clock that told her exactly when one was due.

The girls started to down tools but Seffy didn’t want to stop. She relished her work these days. It was the perfect distraction.

When she was wielding an axe or a saw, yelling “Timber!”, lopping off branches or helping Joey and the other horsewomen to attach chains to the logs, it kept her mind from straying; it stopped her thinking about him.

She looked at her watch. ‘Actually, Flora, you’re a couple of minutes early.’ She nodded at the felled tree. The side branches needed stripping. ‘There’s still time to pick up an axe and start snedding.’

‘Och, it’s hardly worth it if there are only two minutes to go,’ Enid said. ‘And I dunno about the rest of yous but I’m fair gaspin’ for a brew!’ She grasped her throat in both hands, crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue.

The others murmured their agreement and looked at Seffy, hopefully.

‘Oh, very well.’ They’d been working hard all morning, after all, and it was Saturday, a half-day. Not long now and they’d be finished for the weekend.

Seffy fished the whistle out of the pocket of her dungarees and blew three times, long and loud.

Five minutes later, the girls were sitting round the campfire with lumberjills from other gangs and Jock, their kindly foreman, who’d earned Seffy’s trust and respect over the past year. Water was boiling in billycans for tea and the air was full of chatter and laughter.

‘Miss McEwen!’ Enid cried suddenly. ‘Golly, where did you spring from?’

Seffy looked up and sure enough, their former supervisor was striding into the clearing. She looked business-like, in her Timber Corps breeches and boots. Whatever was she doing here? She’d been gone since last summer and they’d managed perfectly well without her, with only Jock keeping an eye on them and the occasional visit from the welfare officer.

She’d left to train girls in another camp – terrorise them, more like – and they’d hoped she was gone for good.

‘Aye, I’m back,’ Miss McEwen said, glaring at them all. ‘And not a moment too soon, by the sounds of it! Who was that back there, blowing the whistle like one of those Keystone Kops?’

Seffy bit her lip. That must have been her. She was perhaps a trifle overenthusiastic with the whistle. She tried not to laugh, as Flora nudged her hard in the ribs.

When no one answered, Miss McEwen shook her head.

‘Make the most of these tea breaks, girls. If the summer turns out to be as hot as folk are predicting, soon there’ll be no campfires allowed!’

Seffy rolled her eyes. The woman was such a killjoy.

‘Anyhow,’ Miss McEwen went on, ‘I have news!’

She waited until the excited murmurs had died down before announcing, ‘New girls are coming to join you. In fact, they’re on their way!’

New recruits? En route to camp? There were exclamations of surprise, then everyone started talking at once.

Morag looked at Seffy. ‘I suppose you knew about this?’

Seffy shook her head and huffed. As leader girl for their hut, someone might’ve thought to give her the nod before it was announced. Honestly, no one ever told her anything.

‘How many?’ someone asked.

Miss McEwen sniffed. ‘Eight. We can squeeze a few more beds in and we’ve got vacancies in a couple o’ the huts.’

Seffy and the other girls from Macdonald hut glanced at each other. They had two empty beds; that meant two new recruits for them.

‘Aww!’ Flora said. ‘What about me? Can I not fill a gap and move into the hut once and for all?’

‘You’re too young!’ Seffy told her, for the hundredth time.

‘You have to stay at home for a wee while yet,’ Grace said, in a kinder tone.

‘In addition to the new recruits, there are other changes afoot,’ Miss McEwen said. ‘But I’ll save that news for another day.’

‘Aye,’ Morag said, ‘that’s probably best. We cannae cope with too much excitement all at once.’

Flora squealed. ‘Maybe the Canucks are coming back? I know they’ve only been gone a few weeks—’

‘Six weeks tomorrow,’ Grace said.

‘Aye, well, six weeks, then. But perhaps it was a terrible mistake and they shouldn’t have been sent away? It was so much fun when they were here! The dances, the cinema night, the summer fete …!’

Miss McEwen rolled her eyes. ‘Not forgetting the sweeties, nylons, chocolate and ciggies.’

‘Oh yes! The candy! That’s what they called it! So many goodies!’ Flora agreed.

‘NO!’ Miss McEwen barked, making some of the girls jump. ‘Those Canadian fellas are no’ coming back, I’m glad to say. They were a distraction and a bad influence and—’

Enid coughed loudly and nodded at Grace, who was sitting cross-legged near the fire.

‘Ah, yes, of course. Miss McGinty,’ Miss McEwen said.

‘Mrs Johnson,’ Seffy corrected. She was enjoying seeing the old dragon flounder and she wasn’t the only one. Girls were putting their heads down or covering their mouths, to hide their smiles.

‘I don’t mean your husband, of course, Mrs … er Johnson,’ Miss McEwen said. He was – is – an exception, I’m sure. But on the whole, those Canadian laddies were bad news.’

Seffy’s heart had lifted for a moment when the Canadians had been mentioned. The girls had worked alongside them until recently and there’d been several romances between lumberjills and lumberjacks. Lucky Grace had married her chap but Seffy had fallen hard for someone who wasn’t free to love her in return.

She sighed. How silly, getting her hopes up like that. Of course, Number Thirty-Four Company of the Canadian Forestry Corps wasn’t coming back. They’d packed up their camp and gone to join the combat troops down in England, leaving broken hearts and tear-stained pillows behind them.

Seffy glanced at Jean who was rubbing Grace’s shoulder.

‘You must be missing Gordy dreadfully,’ Jean said.

Seffy gritted her teeth. It wasn’t fair! Everyone was making such a fuss of Grace and no one remembered – or cared – that she was missing someone too.

She didn’t trust herself to speak nicely to Grace these days. She was supposed to be her chum and it felt horrible, being all twisted up with envy like this. So it was best to keep out of Grace’s way and say nothing at all.

Miss McEwen coughed. ‘I’ll give ye a wee clue to the other news,’ she said. ‘You’re going to be working with new folk very soon.’

“New folk?” Seffy glanced at Jock, but he was puffing away on his pipe and not giving anything away. Oh, this was infuriating. Why didn’t the woman simply tell them, instead of playing silly games?

‘All will become clear,’ Miss McEwen said. ‘But now, I need to borrow Miss Wallace for an important errand. Where is she?’

Joey was sitting with the other horsewomen. She waved and got to her feet.

‘Jock tells me you can drive the truck,’ Miss McEwen said.

‘Aye, I can.’

Seffy frowned. Why hadn’t she been chosen? She could drive the truck too. Better than Joey, in fact. Joey had only learned to drive a few months ago.

Miss McEwen brought something out from behind her back: a clipboard.

‘Good! Here, take this. It’s got a list of names on it. Drive to the railway station and collect the new recruits. They’re due on the 12.05 from Aberdeen. Make sure you’re dressed appropriately! You’ll be representing the Timber Corps, so those dirty overalls won’t do. You can take someone wi’ you, so choose now. And be quick about it!’

Joey’s gaze flitted over the girls. A few of them waved and entreated her – laughing – to pick them.

‘I choose Seffy!’ she said.

Miss McEwen frowned. ‘Ah, Miss Mills. Still roughin’ it here, then?’

Seffy was so thrilled at being chosen that even Miss McEwen’s snarky comment couldn’t spoil the moment.

‘I am, Miss McEwen, thank you,’ she said, standing up and brushing pine needles from her legs.

‘Make haste then, you two. Forget your teas and go!’

‘I’m only agreeing to this on one condition,’ Seffy whispered, as she and Joey hurried from the clearing.

‘What’s that?’

Seffy snatched the clipboard from Joey’s hands with a giggle.

‘That I’m in charge of this!’

   


Chapter 2

Tattie was sitting on the floor of the luggage van, leaning against a large trunk. The porters had pushed it to the back and so hopefully it wouldn’t be needed ’til the end of the line.

So far, so good. The train had stopped a few times since Aberdeen and she’d stayed hidden, tucked between the tall trunk and the van wall.

Aw, but it was scary: scarier than anything Gregor had made her do. It wasn’t the dark: she’d spent enough time in the blackout. She was used to it. No, it was the fear of being caught that was giving her the heebie-jeebies. It wasn’t her fault she didn’t have a ticket but she’d still be in trouble without one. They’d throw her off the train, sure as eggs were eggs.

She’d considered hiding in the lav’. That was one sure way of avoiding the ticket fella. But another stowaway might’ve had the same idea. This luggage van was a safer bet.

Each time the train slowed for a station, her heart started clattering and she found herself gasping for breath. And by the time the train stopped, the doors opened and light flooded in, she felt like she was going to have a heart attack.

The porters – old fellas, by the sounds of them – were only ever a few feet away. Trollies trundled to and fro and the men grunted with effort as they heaved baggage in and out.

Passengers called out for their luggage.

Please, she thought, don’t let anyone ask for, “The big trunk at the back.” If they did, she’d be well and truly rumbled.

But each time, the doors had slammed shut, the train had jolted forward and with a clank of chains and a hiss of steam, they’d set off again.

Tattie hugged her knees to her chest, grateful for the dungarees Ma had pressed on her that morning.

‘Put these on, hen,’ she’d said. ‘You’ll look the part when you arrive and that’s half the battle, eh?’

The dungarees were good for running and climbing. They were warmer than a skirt, too. It’d been sunny when she’d made her way to the station but it was chilly in here and the cold from the floor was seeping into her bones.

They were nearly there. She’d been counting the stops. Not long now.

***

Joey blinked hard as she steered the lorry towards Farrbridge station. She’d gone dizzy there, for a second. The road, the overhanging trees and the distant green hills had gone blurry.

It happened sometimes, when the nightmares had kept her awake until the early hours.

She took one hand off the wheel and rubbed her eyes, grateful that Seffy was in the back getting changed and couldn’t see.

Seffy had gone to fetch the truck when Miss McEwen had dismissed them and there hadn’t been time to change out of her overalls.

Joey had nipped back to the hut, put on her own uniform and grabbed Seffy’s from the pile on one of the spare beds.

The bed had been Irene’s but since she’d left the corps, it had gradually become a dumping ground for other girls’ belongings. It was littered with an assortment of hairbrushes, magazines and uniforms.

‘I thought you might’ve asked one of the horsewomen to come with you,’ Seffy said, from the back. Her voice was muffled. She was probably pulling clothes over her head.

Joey smiled. The wee Sassenach was always looking for proof she was popular.

‘I’d never choose one of them over a Macdonald girl!’ she called back.

In truth, she’d chosen Seffy because she could drive, but that wasn’t the only reason: she liked her.

The others were all dear to her, but Jean was a tad too bossy, Morag too miserable, Flora and Enid were definitely too daft for an important job like this and Grace was too quiet.

Thinking of Grace reminded Joey of something.

‘I’ve noticed,’ she said, carefully, ‘that you’re not so pally with Grace these days. And I hear you’re not sharing the crosscut anymore. Have you fallen out?’

There was silence, then Seffy replied, ‘No! Well, not exactly.’

Her voice sounded strained.

‘Och, don’t tell me if you don’t want to. I’ll still be your pal!’

Seffy’s head popped out from the back of the truck. She was smiling and her blonde hair was tousled. She started to climb through into the cab.

‘Now it really doesn’t matter,’ she said, as she sat in the seat next to Joey, ‘but this uniform isn’t mine. It’s about two sizes too small!

‘I’m sorry!’ Joey said. ‘I was rushing.’

Seffy looked down at her feet. ‘At least I’ve got my own boots and haven’t had to cram my size sevens into anything tiny!’ She patted Joey’s leg. ‘Don’t worry! I’ll survive!’

They drove on for a little while, enjoying the scenery and the bright summer sunshine.

‘You were saying,’ Joey said. ‘About you and Grace?’

Seffy fidgeted in her seat. ‘We’re not as chummy these days, it’s true. But I truly thought it was time we swapped felling partners. Though, I must admit, working with Morag’s not exactly a barrel of laughs.’

Joey made a sympathetic murmur.

It sounded as though Seffy had cut off her nose to spite her face. She didn’t want to work with Grace but Morag, unsurprisingly, was no fun at all.

‘Morag’s a case, isn’t she?’ Seffy said. ‘It’s a mystery how the girl snaffled herself a fiancé. A man actually found Morag attractive—’

‘A man of sound mind!’

‘Yes! And decided he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her! But, to quote my Aunt Dilys, “there’s a lid for every pot”!’

‘Aw, I like your auntie,’ Joey said. ‘She’s awful scary at times but she’s …’ She cast about for the right expression.

‘A good egg?’

‘Aye. How is she, anyway?’

‘Actually, she’s gone to London.’

‘London?’

Seffy laughed. ‘No need to sound so horrified. It’s hardly Timbuktu!’

Joey shrugged. ‘Might as well be. You wouldn’t catch me down in London. Isn’t it terribly dangerous?’

‘Probably. She’s got pals there and she used to make an annual pilgrimage before Herr Hitler put paid to that. Even Dilys isn’t mad enough to go to London during the blitzkrieg! But she’s been hankering to go back for ages. “One can’t put one’s life on hold forever,” she says and, “We mustn’t let the war get us down, else the Germans are winning before they even get here.”’

Seffy had done a passable impression of her aunt but Joey didn’t laugh.

‘“Before they get here”? Does she think they’re going to win the war, then?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. She’s worried, like everyone. She’s back next weekend, so I’ll ask her. We’ve been invited to tea with the Lockharts.’

‘At Blantyre Castle? Very nice.’

Joey sometimes forgot that Seffy was an actual titled lady, with a titled lady’s privileges.

Most girls would give their eyeteeth for an invitation like that – to the home of the laird, no less – but Seffy was wrinkling her nose.

‘Her ladyship’s cousin is staying in the area, so she wants to hold a tea party, apparently. It’ll be deadly dull.’

‘Anyhow, about you and Grace,’ Joey said. She was starting to think Seffy was deliberately changing the subject.

Seffy sighed. ‘Grace has changed, since she got married, don’t you think? It’s Gordy this and Gordy that. She can’t talk or think about anything else!’ She gave a hollow laugh.

Sour grapes, Joey thought. It was hardly surprising Grace was missing her new husband. They’d only been married a few days when the Canadian company had packed up and gone. Anyone would be the same. But she judged it wasn’t the right time to say it.

They sat in silence for a few moments. There’d been something – a dalliance – between Seffy and one of the Canadian boys but, unlike Grace’s romance, it hadn’t led to anything. Perhaps he’d thrown her over? Seffy was clearly feeling sore and resentful of Grace’s happiness.

‘Have you not kept in touch with that Canadian fella? Your sergeant?’ Joey asked.

Seffy shook her head and turned to face the window. ‘No. It’s easier this way.’

Joey laughed. ‘Are you sure about that? Because you look terrible and since the Canucks left you’ve been awful crabbit! Worse than Morag!’

She winced. Perhaps she’d gone too far; sometimes her mouth ran away with her. Seffy didn’t reply straight away.

Eventually, she said, ‘He was never “my” sergeant. We said goodbye and we agreed, no letters. It was for the best.’

Her voice was small and flat, as though she didn’t believe a word of it.

Joey slowed the truck to a halt at the crossroads.

‘It’s right here, for the railway station,’ Seffy said, quietly.

Joey took her time before pulling out. She was waiting for Seffy to say more about the Canadian laddie but the subject was obviously closed.

Joey knew something about heartbreak. Perhaps it was time to admit it; it might make Seffy feel better.

‘You know,’ she said, ‘when I swapped to the Timber Corps from the Land Army, it wasn’t only because I wanted to earn more.’

Seffy twisted around in her seat. ‘Oh, really? What, then?’

‘There was a fella.’ Joey swallowed. ‘It didn’t work out, perhaps the same as you – I don’t know but …’

‘Was this when you were a land girl? I had no idea. I’m sorry.’

‘Aye, well I’ve never told anyone before. No one knew. Only the other land girls I worked with. There were three of us on the farm, living in a rat-infested room above the barn.’

‘Rats?’

‘Aye. When I was sitting in the bathtub, I had to sing loudly to keep them away!’

‘Ugh!’

‘I liked it there, though. Aside from the vermin. Eventually we moved into the attic of the farmhouse, when the rats got too bad. I worked with the horses. Monty and Pepper. Aw, I loved them. Walking behind the plough, getting the hay in, all of that. It didn’t seem like work at all!’

‘And who was the fella?’

‘It was the farmer, Hamish. He was awful nice and—’

Seffy gasped. ‘The farmer? Was he married?’

Joey shook her head. This was why she didn’t tell people: they always jumped to the wrong conclusion.

‘Widowed. He had three bairns. His wife had died two years earlier.’

‘Oh, that’s too bad. Those poor children.’

Joey nodded, remembering their wee wan faces.

‘Don’t tell anyone, will you?’

Seffy promised.

‘When we first got there, Hamish was a dour thing and he wasnae happy about women working on his farm. But it was us or nothing. Gradually he realised we weren’t half bad and, we … well, me and him, we became close.’

Seffy raised her eyebrows. ‘Were you courting? Properly stepping out?’

Joey shrugged. The farm was in the middle of nowhere and apart from the occasional get-together with other land girls, they’d hardly ever seen anyone else. She and Hamish had certainly never gone out anywhere on a proper date.

‘Did you kiss and cuddle?’

Joey laughed. ‘Of course! What d’you take me for, a nun? But that was all. It never went any further, although I’m not sure the other girls believed that. They were mean. Jealous, I suppose, though he never treated me any different whilst we were working. But you know how girls can be.’

‘Oh, yes, I do!’

‘Sometimes, the others wouldn’t speak to me. At night, if I said summat, one of them would call out to the other, “Did you hear something?” and the other would say, “No. Mebbe it’s an owl hootin’ outside.”’

Joey felt tearful at the memory. It had been a dark time. Although she’d had Hamish, she’d been awful lonely.

‘Hamish said I reminded him of his late wife. I was falling for him but another girl, on the next farm, warned me off. She said he was probably looking for a mother for his bairns. It preyed on my mind. I started doubting whether he liked me properly, for myself. He never said. In the end, I decided to cut ma losses and leave.’

Seffy sat back in her seat and exhaled. ‘Men! They’re the giddy limit, aren’t they?’

Joey laughed. ‘You’re speaking double Dutch again but yes, I’m sure they are!’

There was a moment’s silence.

‘And what about your fella, Seffy? The sergeant? What happened there? He seemed nice.’

Seffy sighed. ‘He was. Very nice. But he wasn’t free.’ She was looking down, toying with the edge of the seat. ‘He was engaged to a girl back home and—’ she shrugged ‘—he took his promise very seriously. Quite right, too!’

There was a quiver in her voice.

‘You know, when he turned me down, it was the first time in my life that I hadn’t got exactly what I wanted.’

Seffy looked at Joey with sad eyes. Then she forced a laugh.

‘It probably did me good but goodness, it was a hard pill to swallow!’

Joey wouldn’t say what she was thinking: that a lass like Seffy, with all the advantages she had in life – money, education, good looks – wasn’t likely to be without a sweetheart for long. That would be dismissing her feelings; that wasn’t what Seffy wanted to hear.

‘Anyway!’ Seffy said, sitting up. ‘Enough of that! I admire you, Joey, for leaving the farm and whatshisname. That was brave. How was he, when you left? Did he seem heartbroken?’

Joey’s eyes stung as she remembered her last day on the farm. She’d wandered around in a daze, asking herself whether she was doing the right thing. Saying goodbye to the horses had been heartbreaking. She’d cried, then the nippers had cried, clinging onto her legs, begging her not to go. They’d lost their mother and now she was leaving too. She’d felt rotten. But as for Hamish …

‘No, he seemed more offended, than anything. How dare I leave him – that kind of attitude. I’d thought, if I left, he might fight for me. But he didn’t. He let me go.’

‘The rotter!’

She and Seffy were a sorry pair, with their tales of lost love. Joey wasn’t sure if talking about it was helping, or if they were merely wallowing in self-pity.

‘I’d say you had a jolly lucky escape,’ Seffy said. ‘You deserve someone better.’

Joey shrugged. ‘He knows where I am and he’s not far away. If he’d really wanted to see me again, he could’ve found a way. I miss those fellas though. I’d give anything to see them again.’

Seffy tilted her head. ‘The children?’

‘No! The horses!’

Seffy burst out laughing and seconds later, Joey joined in.

‘Oh, you silly sausage!’ Seffy said eventually, wiping a tear from her eye. ‘You’re as bad as me! I honestly think the motherly instinct has passed me by. I can’t cope with babies and their non-stop wailing. I’d rather have a puppy and it sounds as though you’d rather have a horse!’

Joey laughed. This wee chat had definitely lifted her spirits.

‘Anyhow,’ she said. ‘I’m glad I made the move to the Timber Corps because I’ve met a great group of lassies, including you, you wee Sassenach! And who needs men, in any case?’

‘Hear, hear!’

Seffy had cheered her up; Joey wanted to do something in return.

‘You know, if you still want to work with the horses, I could have a word with Miss McEwen. Ask if you could transfer and work wi’ me? She likes me. I dunno why!’

‘Probably because you don’t answer back.’

‘Aye. I’m not gobby like some of yous!’

‘I’d be awfully grateful. I’d love to be in the dragging team with you.’

Seffy looked bashful and Joey wondered if she was remembering the time she’d tried to buy her job with the horses.

There was no denying the cash would’ve been welcome, but Joey was glad she’d stuck to her guns and turned it down.

‘I’ll find the right moment and ask the auld dragon,’ Joey said. ‘One of the girls wants to take a turn at felling, so mebbe you can do a swap. As long as Miss McEwen isn’t minded to put one of the new recruits in the dragging team, of course.’

‘Isn’t it queer to be talking about “new recruits”? It only seems like five minutes since we were new recruits ourselves.’

Joey agreed. What a lot had happened since they’d first arrived in camp. Some good, some bad. They weren’t the same people anymore, that was for sure.

   


Chapter 3

‘Farrbridge! This is Farrbridge!’

Tattie’s guts did a loop-the-loop as the train juddered to a halt and the guard’s voice rang out.

They’d arrived.

She’d stood up a few minutes earlier and stretched her aching limbs. Then, feeling her way in the dark, she’d clambered over suitcases, trunks and boxes, until she’d reached the front of the van.

All this luggage! Folk must have more stuff than they knew what to do with. Here she was, leaving home for goodness knew how long – perhaps, forever – and she’d hardly brought anything.

She could’ve had a field day in here, opening bags and feeling for treasures. But she’d had enough on her mind and besides, she’d promised Ma.

She crouched behind a couple of mail sacks and hitched her wee bag over her shoulder.

She hadn’t thought this part through properly. Gregor would’ve rolled his eyes at her. ‘Always have a plan, hen!’

But Gregor wasn’t here. She was on her tod and no one was going to help her: she had to do it herself.

The start of the journey had been easy. She’d given her name to the ministry man, who’d ticked her off his list, then she’d slipped past the other recruits – who were too busy blethering to notice her – and headed down to the platform. She’d waited until the porters were out of sight and jumped into the luggage van.

Getting off was going to be trickier.

Someone pulled open the doors. Tattie held her breath but the man’s heavy tread receded down the platform. The porters would be here any moment. If she got her timing right, she could pretend to be a passenger retrieving her bag.

She stepped towards the open doors and peeked out to the right. All along the train, doors were swinging open and passengers were emerging. Without stopping to check the other way, she jumped down onto the platform and almost collided with a uniformed soldier, who’d suddenly appeared from the left.

‘Hey! Watch out!’

‘S … sorry!’

In her panic, Tattie stepped back and tripped over her feet, losing her balance. The soldier had barged past and leaped up into the van. Someone else grabbed Tattie’s wrist, just in time to stop her falling. She was roughly yanked up onto her feet and turned to face – the guard!

‘Oi, sonny! What d’you think you’re doin’?’

He was spraying spittle in her face.

‘Aww. Gerroff!’ She tried to wriggle away, using her free hand to prise him off. But he was holding her fast and the more she struggled, the tighter his grip.

The soldier suddenly dropped back down onto the platform, making the guard jump.

‘Is there a problem?’ he asked, hoisting a hessian haversack onto his back.

Ma God, he was braw. Tall and burly, with a strong jaw, a scar on his right cheek and questioning dark eyes.

He looked like a real hero: how she’d always imagined William Wallace. She hadn’t learned much in school but she remembered the stories of brave William Wallace and his fight for freedom.

If Ma was here, she’d say, ‘You wouldnae want to meet him down a dark alley!’ But he wasn’t a roughneck. He was well-spoken and he had badges on his tunic. An officer.

‘Aye, sir,’ the guard said. He was still gripping her wrist and she’d given up struggling now. ‘This laddie’s been stowing away, if I’m not mistaken. Probably helping himself from the luggage an’ all. I’ll bet you a penny to a pound he’s no ticket.’

Tattie flushed. That part, about the ticket, was true enough but if he made her turn out her pockets, he wouldn’t find anything.

She grimaced as her wrist was squeezed again. Should she tell him she was a lass, not a laddie? He might treat her better.

The soldier tightened the straps on his haversack. His sleeves were rolled up and his strong, sinewy arms were covered in dark hair. He pushed down his cap and glanced along the platform.

He was leaving her at the mercy of this horrible fella. God only knew what was going to happen.

He turned his gaze on her, raising his thick eyebrows and Tattie gave him a pleading look.

‘He’s with me,’ he said, sharply. ‘Major Ralph Stirling, Royal Scots Guards. And that’s my batman you’re restraining. Do you mind?’

There was no arguing with that voice and the guard released her instantly.

Tattie could hardly believe her luck.

‘Beg pardon, sir. But ye can’t be too careful these days,’ the guard said, tipping his cap and stepping away.

Tattie hitched her bag onto her shoulder. She was itching to make a dash for it before the guard changed his mind but if she scarpered, she’d be letting him down: William Wallace, her saviour.

He’d undone something from his haversack – a pair of boots, tied together by their laces – and he threw them at her. They hit her hard in the stomach and she let out an “Ugh!”

He rolled his eyes, then gestured towards the exit. ‘Come on then, boy! Jump to it!’

As he turned and started to stride towards the exit, she could’ve sworn there was a faint smile on his face. She ran to catch up with him, which was difficult, with legs as wobbly as jelly.

‘Ta ever so, sir!’ she managed, hugging his boots. She wouldn’t even mind if they were muddy, but they were shiny. She could smell the polish. ‘I owe you, sir!’

He nodded and marched on. His haversack was as big as a toddler but he was carrying it like it weighed nothing. He was amazin’! He’d saved her. Perhaps she should forget about joining the Timber Corps and go off wi’ this man – if he’d have her – and be his “batman” for real and carry his things until he realised he couldn’t do without her and then she’d tell him the truth, that she was a lassie, after all, and—

He was glancing at her, frowning, as though wondering what she was still doing there. He took the boots from her, hardly breaking stride. ‘Well, so long then,’ he said and broke into a run.

Tattie stopped and watched him go. ‘“Freedom is best, I tell thee true, of all things to be won!”’ she called after him.

A couple walking arm in arm down the platform stared at her and muttered something to each other.

‘William Wallace,’ she added, quietly. But she was talking to herself.

   


Chapter 4

‘There they are!’ Joey said, pointing down at the platform. The lassies were smartly dressed in skirts, stockings, heels and hats. They were standing in a huddle, luggage at their feet, glancing around uncertainly.

Seffy nodded. ‘Let’s be terribly nice and reassuring. They look totally unsuitable for working outdoors but we were once like that, remember?’

‘Speak for yourself!’ Joey said, with mock indignation. ‘I was a land girl!’

They were tripping down the steps now and Joey was doing her best not to laugh.

Seffy frowned. ‘What in heaven’s name is the matter with you?’

Joey had stuffed the knuckles of one hand into her mouth.

‘It’s those wee breeches. They’re halfway down your legs. Every time I look at you, I crack up.’

Seffy tapped her on the head with the clipboard. ‘Well, DON’T LOOK, then!’

They’d reached the group of girls.

‘Good afternoon, Timber Corps recruits!’ Seffy said. ‘We’re Mills and Wallace. Gosh, that sounds like a firm of solicitors! But you can call us Seffy—’ she pointed to herself ‘—and Joey. We’ll use Christian names from the off. We’re not terribly formal in the corps.’

Joey was impressed. It’d been the right decision to bring her along: Seffy had struck the right note of business-like-but-friendly.

‘But don’t call the supervisor anything other than “Miss McEwen” – at least, not to her face,’ Joey said. ‘Else you’ll be for the high jump!’

There was silence. It was a joke but the poor things were clearly terrified. No one even smiled.

‘We were standing exactly where you are now, twelve months ago,’ Seffy said.

‘And look at us now!’ Joey pushed up her sleeves, flexed her tanned arms and grinned as she showed off her biceps.

Everyone laughed.

Thank goodness. The ice was broken.

Seffy asked the girls to call out their names and ticked them off the list.

‘Hmm,’ she said, tapping her pen on the clipboard. ‘We’re missing two.’

‘Might they be in the ladies’?’ Joey suggested. She nodded at one of the girls, who must’ve been sticking her head out of the window on the journey. She had smudges of soot on her face. Perhaps the others had done the same and were in the lavatory, tidying themselves up.

Seffy nudged Joey. ‘Look! I expect she’s with us. Hello there! Timber Corps? Now, where’ve you been hiding yourself?’

The girl blushed as everyone stared and one or two girls whispered something behind their hands.

She couldn’t have looked more different from the others, with her short hair, bad skin and small frame. And she was wearing dungarees. She looked like a wee street urchin. Joey hoped those spindly arms were stronger than they looked.

But her heart went out to her; the lass was clearly terrified.

‘Glad to see you’ve come dressed for work,’ Joey said, and the girl smiled.

‘Now,’ Seffy said, ‘which one are you? Edwards or Buchanan?’

‘Edwards. Kathleen Edwards. But everyone calls me Tattie.’

‘We didn’t see you on the train,’ a tall girl said. ‘We were all sitting together.’

The lass – Tattie – blushed furiously. ‘No, I wasn’t in a carriage. I can’t stand small places, so I … I stayed out in the corridor.’

‘Oh, I’m exactly the same with small spaces,’ Seffy said. ‘Completely claustrophobic. Always have been since school, when … well, anyway.’ She turned back to the list.

‘We’re still missing one. “Miss A Buchanan.” Was she at the mustering point in Aberdeen?’

The girls shook their heads dolefully. No one knew.

‘What’ll we do?’ Seffy asked Joey. ‘The train’s gone. We’d have spotted her by now, if she’d got off. Wait much longer and we’ll be late for lunch.’

‘Let’s head off,’ Joey said. ‘We don’t want to miss out on our grub, do we, girls?’

A chorus of ‘Noo!’ rang out.

The skinny wee Tattie – who looked like she could do with feeding up – said it loudest of all.

***

Joey asked Seffy if she wouldn’t mind driving the truck back to camp.

It was humid and she was so tired, she thought she might fall asleep at the wheel.

She didn’t want to put the lorry into a ditch, with their precious cargo of new recruits on board.

As they set off, she yawned loudly.

‘Keeping you up, are we?’ Seffy teased.

‘I didn’t sleep well last night.’

‘Yes, it’s getting warmer. We might end up having to sleep outside at this rate.’

But it wasn’t the heat: it was the dreams. She woke from them with a jolt, her whole body bathed in sweat. Then, no matter how many sheep she tried counting, she never got back to sleep until it was almost time to get up.

Seffy was humming a few bars of a tune. ‘I don’t think we need worry about this lot,’ she said.

‘What do you mean, worry?’

‘That any of them will be … I don’t know, a threat. The tall one used to be a hairdresser! Imagine! Mind you, that could be handy for a quick shampoo and set. But none of them has experience of forestry. I asked.’

Joey smiled. Seffy fretted about the queerest things.

She wound down the window to let some air in. ‘Do you think we’ll be allowed to choose the two for our hut?’

Seffy laughed. ‘Like games lessons at school when you had to pick teams?’

‘Aw, God, I hated that. I always felt sorry for the lassies who got left to the end. The chubbies or the clumsy ones.’

‘That was me,’ Seffy said. ‘Not chubby but definitely clumsy. They called me “Butterfingers”.’

‘Whenever I was captain, I always picked those girls first. The not-so-good ones. It drove everyone crackers. We always lost, of course, but I didnae mind. I’d have picked you, Butterfingers!’

Seffy frowned. ‘That’s not why you picked me today, is it? Because you felt sorry for me?’

‘No, you daft Sassenach! I picked you because you’re the only one, apart from me, who can drive this beast. And,’ she added, quickly, ‘because I couldn’t think of anyone else I’d rather spend time with.’

‘Aw, that’s nice. Regarding the new girls, I wish we could pick, but you know Miss McEwen, she’s far too unreasonable to let us do that!’

There was something – or rather, someone – on the road ahead.

Joey frowned and peered through the windscreen.

‘Can you see that fella? Running along the side of the road?’

‘Yes. We’ll stop and give him a lift, shall we?’

They soon caught him up. Seffy drew alongside and slowed the truck to a crawl.

It was a soldier in khaki uniform, loaded up with a knapsack, from which a pair of boots were swinging by their laces. He kept glancing down at a compass in his hand.

Joey leaned out of the window and felt the breeze lift her hair.

‘You’ll gi’ yourself heatstroke, running in this!’ she yelled. ‘Where’re you heading? Jump in the back and we’ll gi’ you a lift. It’s full of lassies from the city though, I’ll warn you now!’

She laughed and waited for the fella’s eyes to light up. That was an invitation no man could resist, surely?

But he didn’t reply. He didn’t even look at her.

His face was shiny, there were beads of sweat on his forehead and a hint of five-o’clock shadow on his jaw. There was no denying, he was bonny. Rude, but bonny with it.

‘No, thanks,’ he said, continuing to pound up the road.

What? Was he turning them down?

Joey turned to Seffy. ‘He says no.’

Seffy shrugged and started to accelerate.

‘No, wait! He’s mebbe shy!’

Joey put her head out again. This was fun; shame the fella had no sense of humour.

‘Last chance. Do you want a lift or no’?’

‘NO!’

‘Aw, come on. We don’t bite! Well, most of us. We won’t even charge you!’

He continued to stare straight ahead and shook his head; his mouth was firmly set. He had a scar on his right cheek.

‘Now look!’ Joey said. ‘It’s starting to rain.’

It was true: even though the sky was still blue, a light shower had suddenly come from nowhere. She could feel the droplets on the back of her hand. Good job they’d got the cover on the truck, else the city lassies would be getting wet.

The soldier made a shooing motion. ‘Drive on!’

‘You may as well put your foot down,’ she told Seffy. ‘I reckon he’s worried we’ll kidnap him!’

As Seffy accelerated and the truck pulled away, Joey turned and waved at the fella.

‘See you!’ she called, wishing she could think of summat wittier to say.

She pulled her head back in and watched him getting ever smaller in the wing mirror.

‘There’s no pleasing some people,’ Seffy said.

Seffy wasn’t troubled by his refusal to join them but then, she hadn’t seen the fella properly. Joey had been close enough to hear his heavy breathing and the rhythmic slap of his boots and to feel a stirring of something she hadn’t felt for a long time; not even when those good-looking Canadians had been around.

She wouldn’t even have minded if he’d wanted to squash up here on the front seat with her, sweat an’ all.

‘What are you smirking about?’ Seffy asked.

Joey gestured at the wing mirror.

‘Him! He’s so cross! Pardon us for trying to help! Now he’s wavin’! No – ha! I think maybe he’s shaking his fist! What do you think of that?’

But Seffy wasn’t listening. The rain was getting heavier now, splattering onto the windscreen. She had to lean forward and strain her eyes to see the road ahead.

‘I’m glad it’s raining,’ Joey said. ‘Let’s pray for a proper downpour so he gets completely drookit! It’ll serve him right, the miserable sod!’

She was laughing but she felt strangely – stupidly – disappointed.

   


Chapter 5

Tattie sat apart from the other recruits, near the tailgate of the truck, which was open to the elements.

No one had spoken to her since they’d climbed aboard. No matter – she didn’t want to talk to them either.

The girls who’d met them at the station – the blonde English lass and the smaller dark-haired one with dimples – were nice, though.

She’d watched as they’d come down onto the platform. They were so pretty, they looked like girls on recruitment posters.

The dark one – Joey – had said something that had made the blonde one pretend to smack her. They’d been laughing so hard it’d made Tattie smile.

She couldn’t imagine being pals like that with any of these girls. They’d looked down their noses at her from the moment she’d joined them on the platform.

Their chatter swirled around her. They were talking about how they’d enlisted.

‘I went to the Labour Exchange, saw a poster for the Women’s Timber Corps and liked the look of it!’

‘I wanted to join the WAAF but I was six months too young to enlist and I couldn’t bear to wait, so I chose this instead.’

‘Gosh, the WAAF!’ another girl said. ‘What would you have done there?’

‘Packed the parachutes, I expect, or armed the guns on the planes.’

Tattie put her head down and hoped no one would ask her. She didn’t have a fancy story to tell. She’d wanted to get away from the city and she’d liked the idea of working in the woods. That was it.

When she was wee, Ma used to tell her fairy tales at bedtime. Not from a book because they didn’t have books: Ma knew the stories off by heart.

There was always a wood or a forest in the story and kind woodsmen, princes who rescued maidens and trees, bigger than buildings. She’d never been in a forest, but she liked the sound of them.

Ma cleaned at a big house on the other side of town. She’d asked the housekeeper to help them with the enrolment form, so that Tattie could get away and do her bit.

They’d sat in the warm kitchen and the woman had carefully written down everything it asked for.

‘“Current occupation”?’

Tattie and Ma had exchanged anxious glances.

‘Put, she’s been helping me with the bairns,’ Ma had said.

The housekeeper had pursed her lips and written it down.

At the interview, Tattie’s heart had been in her mouth, in case the housekeeper had written something like, Don’t take her on, not if she’s the last lassie in Scotland!

They’d asked what she’d been doing up to now and Tattie had lied about helping her ma with the weans.

‘Now they’ve been evacuated, I’m at a loose end,’ she’d said.

They’d looked doubtful – folk always did – so she’d added, ‘I’m a grafter. I know I’m wee but I’m strong and I dunnae mind what I do.’

It’d been all right; she’d been accepted.

She stared out at the passing scenery, relieved to breathe fresh air after so long in that stuffy luggage van.

So, this was the Highlands. She’d heard of it, of course – Bonnie Prince Charlie country – but she’d never been here before. She supposed it was pretty but there was too much space. If enemy planes came, there’d be nowhere to hide.

It had started to rain and a mist was covering the distant hills. Were those patches of dark green the trees? She hoped they wouldn’t have to climb a hill every day, to reach them. She’d be worn out before she started.

Suddenly, the truck slowed down, and the girls stopped talking and wondered what was happening.

They could hear someone shouting at the front, but they couldn’t make out the words.

The girl who’d almost joined the WAAF stood up and tried to peer through the window into the cab. Suddenly the truck lurched forward and she almost landed on top of the others, which caused much laughter and shrieking.

When Tattie looked out at the road again she saw the officer from the railway station: William Wallace. He was pelting along, loaded up with his kit, looking grim and determined.

She went to wave at him but stopped herself.

‘Oh, look! I think they were offering him a lift, but he must’ve refused,’ one of the girls said.

‘Too bad!’

‘Yes, more’s the pity!’

They laughed, someone whistled and they all cheered and whooped.

The officer appeared to lift his hand to them but whether it was a friendly wave or something else, it was hard to tell.

Thank God he’d said no. Imagine if he’d got into the truck and recognised her? Tattie’s stomach flipped over at the thought.

Aw, the shame of being thought a laddie, in front of all these snooty types.

The truck was bouncing along the road now, picking up speed. Tattie kept her eyes fixed on the officer. What had he called himself? Major something or other.

He was William Wallace to her.

She watched, until he was nothing but a dot on the horizon and then the truck hurtled round a bend and he was gone.

   


Chapter 6

‘What’s going on?’ Seffy asked.

She was standing in the doorway of Macdonald hut, which had been completely rearranged.

‘It was dry when we started,’ Enid said, ‘but the moment we put the last bed out, it started chuckin’ it down!’

Jean pushed her glasses up her nose. ‘It was my idea, because of the new girls. I thought we should rearrange things, so that no one was sleeping in … the empty beds. We carried them outside and moved them around, so no one knew which was which.’

They’d gone about it in a queer way but Seffy supposed it wasn’t a bad idea. It meant no one was seen to be taking Irene or Hazel’s place.

Poor Hazel had died and her bed had been left pristine, almost like a shrine, since that terrible day.

Seffy would keep her fingers crossed that she didn’t end up in a bed next to Grace, though.

She turned at the sound of footsteps. It was Joey, with one of the new recruits.

‘Everyone, this is Tattie,’ Joey said.

It was the thin, ragamuffin girl in the dungarees. Her arms were full of the Timber Corps clothes with which she’d just been issued.

‘Put those things down on that chair for now,’ Seffy said. ‘You’ve drawn the lucky straw because Macdonald is the best hut!’

‘Aye, come on in,’ Jean said, ‘and let’s get you settled. We’re about to draw lots for the beds.’

‘Though we can’t promise yours won’t be slightly damp,’ Seffy said.

‘“Tattie”?’ Enid said. ‘What kind of name is that? Is it Gaelic?’

‘Is it short for Tatiana?’ Morag asked.

‘It’s … it’s a nickname,’ Tattie said. ‘My real name’s Kath. Kathleen Edwards.’

‘Ah!’ Jean said. ‘That’s the key to it. King Edwards is a type of potato, hence “Tattie”. Is it Aberdeen you’re from? They call it “Siren City”, don’t they? You’ve had it bad there.’

The girl looked surprised. ‘I suppose we have.’

‘But none of the cities have escaped,’ Grace said. ‘They’ve all taken a battering.’

‘Aye but Aberdeen’s had it worst. All those granite buildings, glinting in the moonlight, show themselves to the bombers,’ Jean said.

‘You know it, then? Aberdeen?’ Tattie asked, shyly.

‘Och, no. Never been there in my life. I read about it in the newspaper,’ Jean replied.

‘She reads everything in the newspaper,’ Morag said. ‘Look!’ She pointed to the cutting on the wall. ‘She even pins them up!’

Seffy sighed. That blasted newspaper article. As if it wasn’t enough for Grace to get her man and have a lovely wedding, now she was practically a pin-up girl, with her picture on the front of the local rag.

When the journalist and photographer had arrived from The Courier, for a feature on the lumberjills, they’d barely spoken to anyone else. It was Grace’s story they were interested in, Grace’s photograph they’d wanted to take. It had all been most tiresome.

‘We’ll have to move that now,’ Seffy said, waving vaguely at the wall.

Grace bit her lip and turned pink.

‘Have I done something to upset you, Seffy?’ she asked, quietly.

‘Don’t be silly!’ Seffy said. ‘But it’s your picture. I thought you’d want it above your new bed. To be frank, I don’t think the wall’s the best place for it, in any case. It’ll fade in the sun and …’

Her words dried up.

‘It wasn’t actually Grace who put it up,’ Jean said, tartly. ‘I bought two copies of the paper. One for Grace’s scrapbook and I put the other cutting up there. But if you don’t think—’

‘No, no. Leave it. It’s fine. I was only thinking of … Grace,’ Seffy said.

There was an awkward silence.

Then Seffy asked brightly, ‘Say, aren’t we supposed to have two new girls in here with us? Who’s the other one?’

‘It’s the missing recruit: “Miss A Buchanan”,’ Joey said. ‘If you’re drawing lots, Jean, put her name in the hat, just in case. I was expecting Miss McEwen to scream blue murder when we were one girl down but she simply said, “Miss Buchanan will turn up in her own good time.” Mind you, she was busy at the time, sorting uniforms and giving the recruits the pep talk.’

‘Pep talk?’ Enid









   
OPS/images/author.jpg





OPS/html/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		About the Author


		Also by Helen Yendall


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Table of Contents


		Dedication


		Note to Readers


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Chapter 41


		Chapter 42


		Chapter 43


		Chapter 44


		Chapter 45


		Chapter 46


		Chapter 47


		Chapter 48


		Chapter 49


		Chapter 50


		Chapter 51


		Chapter 52


		Chapter 53


		Chapter 54


		Chapter 55


		Chapter 56


		Chapter 57


		Chapter 58


		Chapter 59


		Chapter 60


		Chapter 61


		Chapter 62


		A Letter from Helen Yendall


		Keep Reading …


		Acknowledgements


		Dear Reader …


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








OPS/images/cover.png
=

Can they protect the forest —
and each other?

HELEN YENDALL





OPS/images/logo.jpg
ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES





