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To Ray, Cathie, and Ethel, friends as well as sisters


AUTHOR’S NOTE

While I have tried to make the raids over Clydebank on 13th March 1941 as authentic as possible, there may be some discrepancies. According to statistics from German sources there was no bomber squadron I.K.G. 3 over Clydebank on 13th March 1941.
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Part One


Rhanna
March 11th 1941


Chapter One

Shona McKenzie stood with her arms folded on the rails of the steamer and watched with quiet elation as the tiny island of Eriskay in the Outer Hebrides appeared on the horizon in an ethereal haze of mist. The landmark of Eriskay meant that in less than half an hour the boat would reach Rhanna and Shona’s pulse quickened at the thought. Soon – soon she would be back on Rhanna, amongst all the dear people whom she had known all her life and who were as much a part of her as the very soil of the island itself.

She lifted her face to the sky, shut her eyes and breathed deeply, letting the salt-laden air wash into her lungs. Aberdeenshire had been lovely with its rivers, glens and majestic mountains, but she had missed the sea, hardly realising how much till this moment of sharp air, wheeling gulls and warm winds gently rippling the surface of the blue water. It was an extremely mild day for March. At other times in the same season the sea could be a boiling fury with gales throwing waves forty feet and more into grey lowering skies. But no matter the weather, she loved her native land and had never thought she could ever leave it for more than a week or two at a time. But that had been before the war, before her childhood sweetheart, Niall McLachlan, had been badly wounded in the massacre of Dunkirk . . . and before her father had married Kirsteen Fraser, who had once been her teacher in the little school at Portcull.

For many years it had just been Shona and her father living at Laigmhor, the big rambling farmhouse in which she had been born. Just herself and her father had meant a lot of loneliness, but it had also meant a lot of shared confidences and a warm feeling that the happiness of one depended on the happiness of the other. Now there was another woman sharing her father’s life, and Shona wasn’t quite sure of her own feelings on the matter. She loved and respected Kirsteen, had done ever since the day the two of them had met in the little village school, Kirsteen as a young teacher just starting in her new post, and Shona, a small motherless mite of five years feeling desolate and lost in a strange new world. From the beginning she had wanted Kirsteen Fraser to take the place of the mother she had never known and it certainly had looked that all her dreams were about to become reality when she was eleven and her father had announced his intentions of marrying Kirsteen. But tragedy had befallen Laigmhor round about that time. Mirabelle, the dear motherly housekeeper who had reared Shona from birth, had died suddenly, then her father had lost an arm in a terrible accident when out searching for his brother, Alick, in the treacherous waters that swirled round the Sgorr Creags. And Kirsteen, believing that he would no longer want to marry her because of his pride, had sailed away from Rhanna carrying his child.

But all that was in the past. In the autumn of 1940, after a lapse of almost six years, her father had been reconciled with Kirsteen and she had come back to Rhanna with his son. The boy, Grant Fergus, with his black curls and dimpled chin, was unmistakably Fergus McKenzie all over again. Laigmhor had become a real family home where life and laughter abounded and where love embraced them all in a glowing little circle. Yet, despite all, Shona had felt an intruder. She had been still in the turbulent grip of some very recent crises of her own and had known she wasn’t yet ready to adjust to a newly acquired little brother and another woman doing all the things at Laigmhor that had once been her ritual alone.

The idea of leaving home for a time had come slowly and conflicted greatly for a period with other instincts that would not let her relinquish, even for a little while, her beloved island. But she had felt strongly the urge to do something useful in wartime and notions of patriotism and feelings of superfluity continued to grow till eventually she had sailed away from Rhanna, a slender girl, not quite eighteen, wearing her uniform pinned with the Cross of St Andrew.

Now she had been ordered to take some leave: she had thrown herself into the job with such dedication she was physically exhausted. The leave had come unexpectedly, giving her just enough time to dash off a letter to Niall, who was at a college in Glasgow training to be a vet. At thought of Niall and of the letter she gave a little start of dismay. She had written the letter in great haste but had she remembered to post it? A rummage through her handbag revealed almost instantly that she hadn’t and guilt raged through her. She loved him very dearly and her joy at returning to Rhanna was tinged with sadness that he wasn’t here to share the holiday with her. What would he think of her for writing letters that she didn’t post on time? At this very moment he would be thinking she was still working away in Aberdeenshire when all the time she was sailing over the sea to Rhanna. It had been a pact of theirs always to let the other know exactly where they would be so that each could think of the other in that particular setting.

Shona’s friend, Babbie Cameron, came swaying over the deck towards her. Babbie was not a good sailor and despite the calm crossing had suffered from seasickness for most of the journey. As a result her normally glowing face was a sickly white colour, though nothing could take away the dazzling bright sheen of the sunlight on her red hair. Nor could it completely quench the sparks of mischief in those green, amber-flecked eyes that had the translucent look of a clear sea freckled with seaweed. They were odd eyes, dreamily masking a million secrets, yet they sparkled with soft lights of laughter and kindness. Babbie was five years older than Shona and though they had known each other only a short time, they were already firm friends. It was unusual for Shona, who had never been one for girlfriends. Most of her childhood had been spent playing with boys, especially Niall, and as a result she had always been something of a tomboy. She got on well with men; with them there were no petty little jealousies or frivolous gossip such as she had sometimes encountered with girls. But Babbie was different. She was sensible, honest and great fun to be with.

When Shona had first started her nurse’s training with the St Andrew’s Ambulance Corps, Babbie had taken her under her wing, always ready with helpful advice yet never too superior about it. Yet despite her open honesty and frank remarks, there was something very mysterious about Babbie. She was reticent about her private life, both past and present, yet this very enigmatic side to her only made Shona like her more. She felt that there was always something that was going to be new about Babbie, no matter how long she might know her.

‘Haven’t you found your sea legs yet?’ Shona chuckled. ‘If Canty Tam saw you now he would say you were a Uisga Hag – that means a sea witch. I thought I’d better warn you about such things now, for you’ll hear plenty about them on Rhanna.’

Babbie smiled ruefully. ‘A sick witch might be more apt. I can always tell people that instead of sailing to the Hebrides I spewed my way across.’ She looked at the letter fluttering in her friend’s hand. ‘Is this you throwing guilty secrets into the sea?’

‘Och, Babbie, I’m a silly bitch right enough! This is the letter I wrote to Niall and just remembered I’d forgotten to post. What will he think of me posting letters from Rhanna that ought to have been posted from Aberdeen? It’s not as if things were all that good between us just now, certainly not good enough to allow mistakes like this.’

Babbie eyed her friend thoughtfully. Shona was a stunningly beautiful girl, delicate and slender with huge blue eyes and a thick mass of naturally waving auburn hair. Sometimes she looked like a small girl who had lost her way in a dark wood and didn’t quite know how to get out of it again. She was looking like that now, tremulous and forlorn, yet the proud tilt of her head was defying pity or well-meant advice.

A few minutes of silence passed while the gulls wheeled and screamed above the ship’s funnels and a crate of chickens covered by a tarpaulin clucked morosely in a corner. Nearby was a jumble of mail bags, paraffin drums and a mountain of coal which would keep the Rhanna folk supplied for two months or more.

‘This Niall of yours,’ Babbie said carefully, breaking the stillness, ‘you’ve told me often enough how much you love him, yet . . . you also hint that things are not as they should be between you. It’s none of my business I know but—’

‘Ay, you are quite right, Babbie,’ Shona interrupted angrily, ‘it is none of your business. I’ll have enough of the Rhanna folk prying into my affairs without you starting as well!’

‘I’m sorry, really,’ Babbie said turning away. ‘I was always too outspoken. My sister was forever giving me rows for it. Forget I mentioned Niall and . . . everything.’

Shona was immediately sorry for her outburst and she gripped Babbie’s hand tightly. ‘Och, I’m the one who needs forgiveness . . . by a lot of people I love most. My temper always lets me down. Father says it’s a family failing, and how right he is. All my life I’ve had to fight it and just when I think I’ve won, it comes right back at me and hits me between the eyes. I do want to talk about Niall . . . and before we get to Rhanna there’s something I have got to tell you or nosy old Behag or one of her cronies will tell you for me. I’ve kept putting it off because I didn’t know what you’d think of me . . . innocent little Shona McKenzie with a past as black . . . as black as that coal there! Oh God! If only it was possible to wind the clock right back!’

Babbie looked slightly uncomfortable. ‘Shona, you don’t have to tell me anything, we all have our secrets and the right to keep them as such. I won’t listen to Behag or anyone else for that matter. You can trust me.’

The anger in Shona’s blue eyes changed to a look of tenderness. ‘I know that, Babbie. That’s one of the things I like most about you. But I want to tell you . . .’ She looked out to the sea and her knuckles turned white as she gripped the rail. ‘I have to talk to someone and I hope – when you’ve heard all the gory details you’ll still want to be my friend.’ She took a deep breath and gazed unseeingly over the glistening blue reaches of the Sound of Rhanna which they were just approaching.

‘Last summer, just about the time of the Dunkirk evacuations . . . I . . . gave birth to a baby . . . a little boy, Niall’s son. Niall was in France at the time and I thought he was dead. We got word from the War Office that he had gone missing, presumed to be killed . . . and I ran and ran over the Muir of Rhanna to a cave, our cave, Niall’s and mine. No one could find me, they searched all day and all night. During the search my little dog, Tot, died trying to find me. That may seem a trivial thing to you but oh God how I loved that dear little spaniel with her wee pot belly and her white muzzle! I got her as a present for my fifth birthday and we grew up together. She died and my little boy died . . . was born dead . . . and all because of my stupidity. If I hadn’t run away he might be alive now, but I thought Niall was dead, you see, and I couldn’t bear to think about that, didn’t believe it really, but of course I was living in a child’s world, trying to pretend that things weren’t true when they were going on all around me. I did it when Mirabelle died and when Father lost his arm and I did it again when I was giving birth to a tiny baby boy with Niall’s fair hair and Niall’s life inside him . . . And the guilt inside me is all the worse for knowing that I made Niall make love to me before he went away to France. I thought he might never come back and I wanted something that was his to hold on to! I made a mess of everything and I feel so guilty all the time. The lovely things I had with Niall, the innocence, the freedom of the carefree love we had between us – all has been ruined because of me. We were children together, before . . . before I turned it all upside down and now I can’t look at Niall without feeling soiled, without feeling that our love has been ruined. I still love him, there never has been nor ever will be anyone else yet . . . oh, I can’t understand it myself . . . but I don’t want to let him kiss me or touch me or even look at me too closely because I think he’s looking at me with accusation in his eyes. Och, he’s not of course but I just feel he is and until I get rid of that from my mind then . . . things can never be the same between us.’

The tears were pouring unheeded down her face now and her breath came out in shuddering sobs. In a great rush of compassion Babbie took her into her arms and stroked her burnished hair. ‘There, there now, have a good greet, it’s the first step to healing that proud little heart of yours. I’m glad that you told me, if only to unburden yourself a bit . . . and I’m honoured to be your friend. Things will come right between you and Niall. I know they will, it will just take time, that’s all. Here, take my hanky and give your nose a right good blow. It’s my best linen one so don’t blow too hard!’

Shona obediently blew and even managed a smile at Babbie’s typically nonsensical words. ‘Och, Babbie, it’s me that’s honoured to have you for a friend,’ she said with a watery sniff. ‘It’s a good job we’re the only ones at this side of the rails or I would have given more than just you a free show. I’m sorry for being such a crybaby but I feel a lot better, better than I did a whily back anyway. Here’s your hanky back and don’t worry, I’ll wash it with my very own fair hands when we get home to Laigmhor.’ She looked quizzically at Babbie and said hesitantly, ‘I’ve talked a lot about myself and you’ve listened even though you look greener than a green Uisga Caillich. What about you, Babbie? I get this funny wee feeling that you hold yourself back all the time. You laugh a lot and talk a lot of daft nonsense but I think . . . the real you is hiding about somewhere under all the surface things.’

Babbie waved an airy hand. ‘Ach, you and your funny wee feelings. I’ve already told you I was brought up in an orphanage in Argyll and that’s all there is to it! Nothing exciting about my background at all.’

Shona’s gaze held Babbie’s for a long time before Babbie looked away with feigned interest at a seagull strutting over the deck. ‘Maybe it was at the orphanage that you learned to hold yourself back,’ Shona said softly. ‘For you do it all the time, Babbie Cameron. I am not the only one to be sewing myself up and throwing away the scissors, as Mirabelle used to say.’

They both laughed and Babbie said gladly, ‘Well, thank goodness, a Mirabelle saying from you means we’re going to get away from all this serious talk. You invited me back to Rhanna with you for a rest, remember? And a rest I mean to have with a few of these ceilidhs you talk so much about and a crack or two with all those marvellous characters you’ve talked yourself blue in the face about ever since I met you.’

She pointed suddenly over the water. ‘Look, isn’t that Rhanna? It certainly looks like your description of it.’

A blurred mass of blue mountains had appeared on the horizon and Shona laughed aloud with pure joy. ‘Yes, that’s Rhanna! That’s Rhanna! I told you it was beautiful, didn’t I?’ She had spread her arms wide as if to embrace the distant island to her breast and in her moments of surging happiness her face was a glowing cameo, full of childish delight and unrestrained love. It was the part of Shona that was best known to those who knew her best, an untamed wild spirit that had roamed free through the solitary wide spaces of her childhood. It was the part of Shona least known to Babbie, but now Babbie knew that she was witnessing the emergence of the real Shona. She felt the mood washing into her and despite the fact that a crowd of passengers had come round to watch the island looming nearer she too spread her arms to the heavens and shouted, ‘Yes, yes, Rhanna is beautiful! The loveliest Hebridean island in the world!’

‘Ach, you are a daft pair o’ lassies right enough!’ grinned one of the crewmen who was fiddling nearby with the ropes. ‘It is a well-known fact that Barra has the rest of them beat. You can ask anyone that.’

‘And is it not yourself who spends more time on Rhanna than anywhere else, Malcolm McKinnon?’ Shona dimpled mischievously.

‘Well now, and that is only because most of my brothers were daft enough to go and get themselves married to Rhanna lassies. A man has to go where his relatives are, indeed just.’

At the harbour of Portcull there was the usual air of restrained excitement whenever a boat came in. Men shouted instructions to each other, small boys darted to catch the ropes, chickens clucked, sheep bleated, engines churned the water till the waves foamed and slopped against the pier.

Shona’s eyes raked through the throng on the jetty and almost immediately she spotted her father’s jet-black head among the rest. ‘Father!’ she cried ecstatically though she knew he couldn’t possibly hear her above the general din. But as soon as the gangplank was lowered she flew downwards like a young deer, almost colliding with Erchy the Post on his way up to collect the mail. ‘Erchy, the very man! Would you put this letter into the outgoing mailbags for me? I forgot to post it on the mainland.’

‘Indeed I will just,’ Erchy grinned, glancing at the address with the usual curiosity displayed by the islanders. ‘To young Niall, eh? ’Tis surprised I am you weren’t after delivering it to him in person. It will be a whily now before he gets it.’

‘Yes – I do know that, Erchy, and feeling bad enough about it as it is so don’t you go rubbing salt into the wound.’

Erchy scratched his sandy head with a stubby finger and gave an apologetic grin. ‘Ach well, I’ll put it into the bag right away but don’t ever say a word to old Behag or we’ll never hear the end of it for she would have you goin’ through all the palaver of postin’ it proper in the pillar box an’ then have me pickin’ it up . . . mind you . . .’ he rubbed his square chin thoughtfully, ‘I’d say she has been so taken up wi’ the contraption this whily back that she has no’ been up to her usual sniffin’ about like a starving bloodhound.’

‘The contraption?’ Shona exclaimed, puzzled.

‘Ay, a radio thing wi’ tubes sproutin’ everywhere an’ enough bits o’ wire to make a fence round my vegetable garden . . . But look now, I have no time for idle bletherin’. You’ll hear all about the contraption in good time. It’s nice to see you home again, lass . . . and . . .’ he gave a shy, sidelong glance at Babbie.

‘My friend, Babbie Cameron,’ Shona said quickly.

‘Pleased to meet you indeed, Miss Cameron.’

‘Just call me Babbie. Better to be informal from the start.’

Erchy looked at Babbie’s exceedingly comely figure and his eyes gleamed. ‘Ay well, right enough now, I’m no’ a body for all this polite way o’ doin’ things myself. I’ll be seein’ you around then . . . Babbie.’

Shona was already at the foot of the gangplank struggling her way through people and a collection of horses and carts that had assembled at the pier to collect the coal and other items from the boat. Soon she spotted her father’s black head bobbing and beside it the fair one of Kirsteen.

‘Father!’ Shona threw herself at Fergus and he laughed through the smother of auburn hair against his face.

‘Hey, steady on. I’m just about choking to death and there’s a whole lot of people gawping at us.’

‘Ach, to hell with people!’ Shona cried gleefully. She turned from her father to hug Kirsteen to her then she stood back to survey them both. They were a handsome pair with Kirsteen’s corn-coloured hair a startling contrast to Fergus’s jet-black locks. His sideburns were almost white but this only added to his powerful attractiveness. Kirsteen looked small and very feminine beside him, her fine-featured face alive with pleasure at seeing Shona. She had such a look of deep contentment in her blue eyes that Shona felt a sudden rush of gladness in the knowledge that the look sprang from the fulfilment that Kirsteen had with her father.

Fergus surveyed his daughter’s pinched little face and said gruffly, ‘It’s just as well you’re home for a time. You could do with a bit of fattening up.’

Babbie came struggling towards them, laden down with luggage. ‘You left me to carry all this,’ she accused Shona. ‘You ought to know I’m far too lazy to enjoy such punishment forbye the fact I’m supposed to be here for a well-earned rest.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Babbie,’ Shona said with an apologetic grin. ‘I was in such a hurry to get down to these two. This is my fa—’

Babbie held up her hand. ‘I know who they are. God, girl, you’ve described them to me so often I see black-haired men and golden-haired maidens dancing in my dreams.’ She stretched out a friendly hand. ‘I’m Babbie Cameron and I can only hope to heaven you got Shona’s letter telling you you were about to have an unexpected guest. She has a habit of forgetting to post minor little things like letters!’

Kirsteen laughed. ‘Short notice but enough to allow me to air the spare room and beg a pheasant from Robbie Beag.’

Fergus extended a cautious hand. He was always very aware of his missing left arm when first introduced to strangers, but he needn’t have worried about Babbie. She took his hand, and shaking it warmly said, ‘Now if we had both been left-handed this might have been a bit awkward, but we’re not so it isn’t and I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr McKenzie.’

The ludicrous statement put Fergus immediately at ease. Babbie had brought his disability straight into the open and looking at her steady green gaze and generous smiling mouth he knew that here was one girl who would never be accused of beating about the bush.

A small figure detached itself from a snowy-haired gnome sitting on the harbour wall and Grant Fergus came racing to throw himself at Shona though he was careful to check the immediate vicinity to make sure that no young male companions were there to witness such a ‘cissy’ demonstration. His sturdy little arms wound tightly round Shona’s neck but for a moment he couldn’t say anything. He adored his recently acquired big sister and her leaving Rhanna had caused him a good deal of anguish, though not by one word had he conveyed his feelings to anyone.

Shona felt a swift rush of love flooding into her heart. ‘Shouldn’t you be in school, you wee wittrock?’ she asked breathlessly.

‘Old Murdoch let me out for ten minutes seeing you were coming home,’ he imparted off-handedly. ‘Old Joe was telling me stories till the boat came in and I got so interested I forgot all about you.’

‘Well, thanks a lot,’ Shona giggled.

He looked up at her with dark solemn eyes, the mirror-image of his father’s. ‘I have to get back now . . . sums. I hate them! I wish I was going out fishing with Ranald . . .’ His grubby little hand curled into Shona’s and squeezed it tight. ‘I’ll see you later if I’m not too busy . . .’ He threw a laughing glance at Babbie and darted off through the village towards the school.

The others began to move away from the harbour towards Glen Fallan. Shona gazed rapturously at the peaks of Sgurr nan Ruadh and asked, ‘Anything new happening on Rhanna? Erchy mentioned something about Behag having some sort of contraption.’

Fergus threw back his head and roared with laughter. ‘Ay, you could call it that right enough. Our postmistress is very full of her own importance these days. She is in charge of a wireless transmitter and we all have the feeling that she is just waiting to report some momentous event in order to cover herself in glory.’

Everyone smiled at Fergus’s words and Babbie said, ‘It might be that this contraption thing will keep her back from all the idle gossip I hear she’s so good at.’

‘Nothing will keep Behag from that,’ Shona said fervently.

‘And nothing will keep me from the dinner that Kirsteen has spent the last two days preparing in your honour,’ Fergus said. ‘C’mon, get a move on you two.’

They were a happy throng walking up the winding Glen Fallan road to Laigmhor, which lay amongst the shaggy winter fields where there was nothing but a few early cross-breed lambs to suggest that spring was just waiting to creep slowly out from its long days of slumber. Shona talked and laughed with the others, but all the time her eyes were on the chimneys of Slochmhor in the distance. This was where Niall had lived and she looked towards the house longingly with pain in her eyes.


Part Two


Clydebank
March 13th 1941


Chapter Two

Young Niall McLachlan slumped over the books which were spread out before him on the table in his cramped little lodging room on the fringes of Clydebank. He had embarked rather adventurously into reading a long chapter on bovine milk fever. With his chin cupped in his hands he plodded on doggedly, occasionally shuddering out an involuntary yawn. His cheery little Glaswegian landlady had just relentlessly filled him with a hearty meal of thick broth followed by an enormous helping of mashed potatoes, fluffy dumplings and mince. ‘Ma Brodie’, as she was known to young and old alike, was a thrifty soul who could conjure magical meals from apparently very little, the limitations of ration books no obstacle to her culinary prowess.

‘How do you do it, mo ghaiol?’ Niall had asked once, and she had put a finger to her lips and winked a knowing eye.

‘There are wee ways, son, wee ways a body has,’ she had said mysteriously and hastened away without enlarging on the subject.

Niall, well aware of the existence of the ‘Black Market’ but less aware of how it worked, had wondered if this endearing woman could be involved in such a thing. But in the end he had decided it was none of his business because she enriched the lives of those around her with endless kindly gestures. She always seemed to be hastening across the landing with a pot of steaming broth for gentle snowy-haired Miss Rennie whose bony frame suggested a spartan existence. And Mr Maxwell, the cantankerous widower one flight below, also found his life the richer by thick slices of dumpling and other tasty tit-bits. ‘I’ll be her tit-bits he’ll be after,’ Iain Brodie had winked to Niall and roared with laughter at his own ludicrous suggestion.

The Brodies had taken the young, handsome Gael to their hearts, delighting in his soft lilting tongue, his inherent politeness and his talk of the Hebridean island of Rhanna that was his birthplace. Their only son lay in a distant grave in France, killed in the very battle in which Niall had been wounded, and his heart wept for them and their unspoken suffering. He felt honoured to sleep in Tim’s room and to use the things that Tim had used in life.

Undoubtedly Niall was happy living and working in Glasgow and seldom wasted time pining for dear familiar people and places, but occasionally his thoughts would drift, carrying him far over the western seas to Rhanna. It was a place where time itself seemed to stand still and the dour but fun-loving inhabitants retained a child-like innocence in their approach to life. Yet they were a powerful people, full of character and a strength of endurance born through the never-ending battle to reap a living from the harvests of land and sea. In amongst the dust and fumes of city life, Niall often found it difficult to remember the clean, wind-fresh air of Rhanna but sometimes it came to him in the diluted form of memories till he could almost smell the wild sweetness of tossed-heather moors, the nectar of summer fields, the piquant perfume of peat smoke, and, above all, the tang of salty sea. And of course there were the sounds of the Hebrides, the hill sheep bleating from mossy slopes, the ever-present sigh of the Atlantic Ocean, the gentle autumn winds rattling the seed pods of the gorse, heather bees buzzing . . .

Niall’s elbows slipped and he sprawled into his heap of books. He’d been at it again, day-dreaming about Rhanna. Lately he seemed to be thinking about it more and more. He dearly longed to see his mother’s bonny face, his father’s brown eyes lit with a smile, the lively dark-haired nymph who was his little sister, Fiona, already using her feminine wiles to wheedle people round her little finger. But he wasn’t sure when next he would be home because as well as being a student at the vet. college he was also a part-time member of Britain’s Civil Defence, and with the Germans forever trying to get a foothold on British soil the country was alert and wary. It had been stipulated that anyone in a war-connected service should remain in their own locality.

Although Niall felt that the training he had received in the Regular Army was being put to some use, there were times when he felt a great sense of frustration and an anger against the enemy for rendering him unfit to take an active part in battle. By nature he was a pacifist and didn’t believe in marching blindly into a foray for the sake of dying for King and Country. But in the exuberance of youth he felt he was of the stuff that went into one battle after another, always, in the height of his dreams, emerging unscathed and ready to start again. But he had fallen almost before he had begun his posting to Northern France in the autumn of 1939. After that it was only a matter of time before the Allied armies made the withdrawal from Dunkirk.

The horror of Dunkirk often tore his dreams apart till they became nightmares, but his daytime thoughts were even more vivid and real. He remembered now and lived again in the smell of unwashed flesh, the blood and guts pouring from the wounded. No one really knew what was happening, and some were too sickened and dazed to care. Like weary flocks of sheep they had been organized on to various embarkation beaches to await in a terrifying cacophony of noise the boats that were to take them home. Smoke, dust and acrid fumes filled everyone’s lungs till it seemed it would be impossible ever to breathe clean air again. Thousands of men had been taken from the beaches but thousands more still had to wait. Moreover the place swarmed with French and Belgian troops and, adding to the congestion, hordes of empty-eyed and hopeless refugees. Niall now watched it all again with a feeling of utter despair. He felt that nothing was being achieved, that the fighting and killing was all in vain. He felt vulnerable and hopelessly inadequate and, seething with passion, knew that he would gladly tear apart a German soldier with his bare hands.

The voice of his mother came to his mind like the rippling little wind of a storm warning: ‘How will it feel killing a man, Niall? You that never hurt a living thing in your life?’

He had shuddered then, hating a war that turned ordinary men into savage beasts. And while the hate churned inside him, an explosion rocked the ground nearby. When the smoke and dust cleared he looked round to see one of his comrades dying, blood spewing from a gaping wound in his neck. He was but a boy of eighteen with a light sprinkling of fuzz on his chin and it had worried him that his downy beard wouldn’t grow into the wiry stubble of manhood. Lying together in the cold, dark trenches, he and Niall had laughed together as they dreamed up all sorts of ridiculous beard-growing potions. Looking at the round boyish face, Niall knew that the dawn would never break again for a life so young.

The youngster, nicknamed Billy Boy by the older men, shivered as the finger of Death loomed over him. His filthy uniform had been shredded to tatters by the blast, and Niall tore off his own battle-jacket, and pushed Billy Boy’s arms into the sleeves in a rough frenzy of fear. ‘This will keep you warm, Billy,’ he choked harshly, the sob at the back of his throat making his whispers of reassurance sound rough. ‘I’ll get help, you’ll be fine in no time.’

But Billy Boy reached out a smoke-grimed hand to grip Niall’s arm. ‘Don’t – leave me to – die alone. You know there’s no help for me now.’ A weary smile touched his white lips and he looked up into the smoke-blackened heavens. ‘I’ll finish off growing my beard up there . . . though . . . I think it won’t matter . . . any more.’

The feeble little joke was lost in the wisp of a sigh, and the long curling lashes of a young boy who had fought like a man and was dying like one, closed over eyes from which sight had already departed. In seconds he was gone, his head a dead weight on Niall’s arm, the blood of his life still rushing from the hole in his neck. Niall rocked on his heels in an agony of grief but one of the older men came and tore him away. They stumbled along the beach together while above them the air attacks continued, the planes of the German Luftwaffe zooming in and out of the pallid smoke-clouds, dropping bombs with a fiendish certainty that they were bound to hit some target, be it human or otherwise.

Suddenly Niall felt the ground ripping apart and the sound of an explosion coincided with a searing pain in his head. He heard the older man screaming in agony and saw the blood seeping through the fingers held to his eyes. The world was a spinning blur of red, and the agony inside his head made him want to vomit. Before he sank into a thick blanket of nothingness he felt a rush of gladness that it was over and he could forget a world where power-hungry fanatics took away the freedom of peace-loving people.

But, Niall thought, coming back to his present state, it hadn’t been over for him. He had lain unconscious in a military hospital in England and no one had known who he was because his identity disc had been blown from his neck and the rest of his personal belongings had been in the jacket he had given Billy. When he had finally come back to the living world he learned that his parents had believed him to be dead and that Shona, his childhood sweetheart, had given birth to a little stillborn son. In the agony of thinking him dead she had stumbled over the Rhanna moors to the place that had been their secret hideout since early childhood. There, near the old Abbey ruins, was their cave, set into a heather-clad hillock called Dunuaigh. In it they had placed precious bits and pieces, there they had aired their childish dreams, had argued and laughed the years away till finally, in the passion of their youth, they had loved in a world-spinning union of body and soul. He had taken away her virginity and with it her childhood. She had been just sixteen then, he eighteen, and after the warm sweet days of their intimate loving he had gone away to war leaving his seed in her, a seed that had grown into a tiny son never to know the sweetness of life.

On his return to Rhanna they had both been overwhelmed with the joy of their reunion yet there had been a subtle change in their relationship. They had both suffered in their different ways. His war wound had left him almost totally deaf in one ear, but he could live with that. It was the memories of war he couldn’t take. They had changed his peaceful soul into a restless spirit that yearned for revenge, both for himself and Shona whose experiences had robbed her of a lot of her gaiety and spontaneous affection. But it was too late now for regrets, too late to change what had happened . . .

The words on the pages blurred and his head sank on to his chest, the light from the gas mantle turning his hair into threads of gold. Under the fair strands at his neck stretched the tightly-drawn tissue of an ugly scar which split the curve at the base of his skull and distorted the delicate lobe of his left ear. Slowly he lifted his head and looked at the picture of Shona on the dresser. It had been taken during the Indian summer days of their breathless loving when she had still been a child. The picture was in black-and-white but he could see it in vivid colour; her slim, graceful body draped over a sun-warmed stone amidst the heather, the blue of her dress against the blue October sky, her long auburn hair vying with the bronze of the bracken . . . and her eyes, those incredible blue eyes of hers, filled with the love of life. He got up to snatch the photo to his breast, his thoughts carrying him away again, back to the cave on the Muir of Rhanna where first she had given her lovely body to him. He could see it now, the whiteness of it against the creamy wool of the sheepskin rug, her hair spread out in fiery strands, her eyes full of child-like innocence . . . until he had taken it away from her . . .

Since then she had once made a brief visit to Glasgow but she had been uneasy and out of place in the bustling city. Her discomfort had made him feel awkward and unnaturally polite, while deep down inside he had felt love and sadness churning themselves together. His proud, spirited lass had looked like a timid rabbit caught out of its burrow and he had known that she couldn’t wait to get back on the train which would carry her away from smoke and noise and return her to green fields and purple mountains. But at the station he had taken her in his arms to kiss her and she had melted against him, her tongue touching his, and for a brief moment they had been, in spirit, lying on a bed of heather on the Muir of Rhanna, the bees buzzing in a frantic gathering of nectar, the sheep bleating from the wild summer mountains.

But then a nearby train had released a hideous bellow of impatient steam and they had jumped apart, the precious moment lost, and a few minutes later, her face hovering forlornly at the window, she was gone from him in a busy huffing and puffing and clattering of pistons.

The memories engulfed him so entirely that he forgot his studies, turned down the gas mantle and went to the window to pull aside the thick blackout drapes. A pale moon rode brilliantly in the vast spaces of the universe. He could picture it hanging over the Sound of Rhanna, weaving a pathway of rippling light over the deep Atlantic waters. He wondered how it would look to Shona in the grandeur of Aberdeenshire. Was she perhaps at this very moment peeping from her window to see the silvered ribbon of the Dee winding down through the glens . . . perhaps thinking of him as he was of her even while she looked at the sloping shoulders of the Grampians outlined against the sky?

The only things outlined for him were monotonous rows of houses with stack upon stack of chimney pots rising in the sharp silhouette of urban starkness. The long reaches of the Clyde estuary were hidden from his view by streets of tenement buildings. The subdued murmur of town life reached up from the street below. A dog howled unharmoniously with a wailing baby in the flat above. Somewhere in the backcourts a dustbin lid clattered and feline yowls of outrage followed as a well-aimed tackity boot found its mark. From the kitchen came the indistinct murmur from the wireless. Ma Brodie made a point of listening to the 9 o’clock news every night on the BBC Home Service. He knew she would be ensconced cosily by the range, her stockings rolled to her ankles, nursing one of the many cats which frequently adopted the house. Every so often she would murmur ‘ay’ by way of sympathy for the things that people were having to suffer in wartime.

Niall’s reverie was broken by the thin wail of the air-raid sirens which suddenly pervaded the house. Ma Brodie raised her voice to shout, ‘Would you listen to that! These poor souls in London are getting it bad. The sound of the siren is even coming through on the news!’ Out of the blue, the Brodies’ large ginger torn, known in the neighbourhood as Ginger Moggy, appeared in Niall’s doorway, his fur on end and his green eyes narrowed to slits. He glared at Niall, his nostrils aflare with fright, and then shot under the bed to crouch there, howling and spitting. The sight of the terrified animal triggered Niall into action, for he realised that the sirens were not coming through the radio but were sounding in the immediate vicinity. Quickly he donned his coat and tin helmet and snatched up the case containing his gas mask. Outside on the landing there was a low murmur of voices and the sound of one or two doors banging on the landings above, but Niall knew that many of the residents of his building would not go down to the shelter. The experience of previous alerts had taught him that many of the residents would simply huddle under anything they considered might keep them safe, unwilling to leave the deceptive security of their homes.

Ma Brodie was in the lobby clutching a huge suitcase in which she kept her most personal documents. Her best coat and lain’s Sunday suit were still on their hangers, draped over her arm. She was always thus prepared for an air raid. ‘C’mon, son,’ she said stoically. ‘I have everything that means anything to lain and myself. If anything happens . . .’ she paused for a moment, her thoughts on her husband out on fire-fighting duty. ‘Ach, but it won’t, it will likely just be another false alarm. I’d best get over to Miss Rennie and see if the auld scunner is hiding under her bed again.’

Niall went back to his room, grabbed Shona’s picture and stuffed it into his gas mask case. As a last thought he reached under the bed for howling Ginger Moggy and bundled him inside his roomy coat. Ma Brodie was on the landing helping tottering old Miss Rennie downstairs. But the old lady was loath to go.

‘Joey, I must take Joey with me,’ she protested. Joey was Miss Rennie’s talkative budgie and the wailing sirens had excited him greatly. Boisterous cries of ‘Mammy’s pretty boy!’ echoed from Miss Rennie’s flat, and Ginger Moggy stirred in the depths of Niall’s coat. Viciously, he clawed at Niall’s chest till he was free, and bounded with a triumphant flick of his bushy tail through Miss Rennie’s door.

‘Joey!’ the old lady cried and broke away from Ma Brodie to totter unsteadily back into the flat.

Niall was feeling uneasy. It was his duty as an Air Raid Warden to make sure that everyone was in safe cover, and something told him that tonight’s alert signalled the real thing. Ma Brodie was seeing to Miss Rennie once more, so Niall bounded upstairs to check on the others before going off to his post. The top flats were empty but for one. Inside, sprawled in a shabby armchair, was Blackie O’Riordan, renowned for his drinking bouts and subsequent brushes with the law. He was drunk now, an almost-depleted bottle of cheap wine hanging precariously on the end of his fingers. At sight of Niall the slits of his eyes widened in glazed recognition.

‘Young Niall! All dressed up like a soldier! Will you be havin’ a drink with me?’ Without replying, Niall yanked him to his feet.

‘Will you stop pullin’ at me!’ Blackie yelled.

‘C’mon now,’ Niall said persuasively. ‘The sirens are howling like blazes.’

‘Up the sirens! I don’t give a damn. Let the bloody Nazis fly about all night for all I care. I hate the bastards! They shot me out the stinking war but it’ll take more than the crap Luftwaffe to chase me out my own house!’

Niall pushed his shoulder under Blackie’s oxter but the brawny Irishman was built like a plough horse and tore himself free. His huge hands flew out and Niall found himself being propelled to the door and all but thrown out on to the landing, after which the lock shot home accompanied by a shower of abuse.

Finding himself alone on the landing, the blackout shutters on the windows muffling the sounds of the outside world; the stairs, lit only by the feeble flicker of a gas mantle, eerily deserted; and the high walls seeming to lean ever closer in claustrophobic conspiracy, Niall took the stairs two at a time, anxious to leave behind the ghostly confines. He followed the sound of friendly voices and soon found that everyone had crowded into the stuffy kitchen of the bottom flat because no one particularly favoured the damp brick shelters in the backcourts. Familiar faces wore cheery masks of composure. Gentle little Miss Rennie had the patiently resigned look of her generation, in the midst yet apart from the rest, her frail old arms clasped protectively round Joey’s cage on her knee. Niall quickly realized that the stem dissatisfied countenance of Mr Maxwell was missing.

‘He’s maybe went to visit his sister in Dumbarton,’ someone suggested, but Niall ran out and back up the steep dark stairs. Bursting into the widower’s house he found him comfortably ensconced under the kitchen table, a pillow at his head and a blanket tucked round his bony frame. A little Thermos flask stood conveniently at his elbow together with a large, tea-stained Queen Victoria Coronation mug.
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