Chapter One

“So what are you going to do with the rest of your lif8Pam
asked his companions.

Alistair looked quietly contemplative, or perhaps just befeddl
for a moment.

“l really have no idea,” he answered eventually, areh thdded,
“But anything’s better than being in the Army.”

The third occupant of the carriage compartment, who legh b
staring out though the grimy window at the darkened coud#ysi
rushing past, turned to face them.

“l want, no, | need to have a purpose, an objectiveesproper
place in the world,” Tom said, with a surprising amountpasgsion
given the lateness of the hour, “l just want to féelttl was doing
something worthwhile.”

Alistair drowsily grunted his approval, already on thegeenf
sleep. Bram nodded thoughtfully.

The three young men who were travelling together haad bee
friends and comrades in the Army. After the conclusibhostilities
in Germany and Japan, and the end of what people wezadgplr
caling the Second World War, their military serviceadhbeen
abruptly terminated.

Their demobilisation had been eagerly anticipated bwn eo, it
had happened with a speed and efficiency that had surpresedaih
They had arrived on a troopship at Southampton, thestage of
their journey home after serving in central Europel thkke felt tired
and sick after the sea trip, as none of them werecpkatly good
sailors. Their platoon had then been transported ungk tto the
Aldershot barracks. Tom, who was a northerner by ngimg, was
not entirely sure exactly where Aldershot was, andllfirconcluded
that it was just “somewhere in the south of middle Exdjla

After a short stay in the barracks, with a minimumnaltary
discipline, they had been issued with civilian clothitigyel warrants
and their back pay, and then turned loose.

Neither Tom nor Alistair had any very close familyTom’s
parents had died under mysterious circumstances while fiestifaa
child. He had been brought up by his Granny, his mathedther,
but she too had died during the War. He had been oveatsdhe
time, and was unable to attend the funeral. He nealesgthfelt duty-
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bound to pay a brief visit to his grandmother’s sistdro still lived
in the county of Kent, in order to offer his condolesic

Alistair's family lived in the far north of ScotlandHis father had
died when he was very young. This was said to have &eemnible
accident, involving a very grand gentleman during the grouse-
shooting season. Alistair's father had been supplemgehis income
from the smallholding by acting as a beater on a shobhe full
circumstances, according to everything he had heardtbgeyears,
were peculiar, even mysterious. After the acciders, rhother,
utterly overcome by grief and anger, was never in goadtthagain,
and had passed away shortly after Alistair joined thayArHe had a
letter requesting that he make an appointment with &itsoliin
London; something to do with wills and inheritance, el been
informed.

Tom already knew that Bram had family ties in NorthstEa
England, not far from the Scottish border. Bram hactadly
mentioned that he had some business to attend to olobgalthough
he was vague on the details.

Since all three of them had commitments in or arotmedcapital,
they decided to regroup in a few days time. As planneg, e met
up in a popular public house just outside King’s Cross raistatjon
in London. This particular pub was located partialy unter
railway bridge arches, with the inner rooms actualyried from the
archways themselves.

It was getting dark on that summer's evening, and theheehad
been warm and muggy for days. Fortunately, the insiddeopub,
especially the back rooms, was relatively cool althotagher dark
and smoky. It was crowded and very noisy, with the sowrfds
raucous voices bouncing off the brickwork of the archduohge

Tom, whose compact and wiry frame made him a firsicehfor
this kind of manoeuvre, weaselled his way to the bagrejhafter a
few frustrating minutes of trying to catch her eye, th@rmaid
disinterestedly pulled three pints of ale. Tom wound hay Wwack
through the crowd to his companions, clutching the prechmes
tankards to his chest.

Typically, Bram managed to find them a table to thevesein
the jam-packed pub. Despite that fact that the entrevaa heaving,
a group of travellers drained their pints and stood up justeathree
of them were passing, and they were able to slip inéorécently-
vacated seats almost before anyone else had noticed.

“Lucky Bram!” Tom thought, “How does he always manage to
do it?”
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Tom took a sip of his beer. It was tepid and flat (Whieas
intentional) and rather thin and sharp in flavour (Whic most
certainly was not supposed to be). Alistair took a palinfhis own
pint, and winced visibly.

“Don't like this beer much,” he moaned, “Are you surerdis
actually any alcohol in it?”

Tom snorted his agreement with the sentiment, theapswp his
own pint.

“Well, here’s to the future, lads,” he said, “And prefdyaa
future which does not include the Army.”

Together, they toasted their re-union with the raitferior beer.

They had planned to take the Edinburgh night train on tst E
Coast line from King's Cross, alighting at Berwick-owded. After
sampling a second pint, drunk more out of necessity thagreant,
Tom thought, they left the hostelry and made their aerpss the
road to the railway station.

Demob pay and travel warrants did not easily stretctldeping
compartments, so the three companions faced the praspecather
cramped overnight trip holed up together. The station wasand
grimy, and they fought their way along the crowded platform
struggling to keep together, a feat made more difficult kystieam
and smoke billowing from the engines.

Despite the pressing throng, somehow Bram managed tafind
compartment in the train which was otherwise unoccupie@ had
rushed ahead down the platform, nimbly forcing his wagugh the
crowd, with his pack thrown over his shoulder. He couwd rbe
seen waving frantically from the doorway of a coadtictv, except
for the mail coaches, was located immediately behivel éngine.
Bram’s luck, again, Tom thought as he and Alistair boarded
quickly as their bulky kitbags would allow. They hustled rthei
baggage down the narrow corridor and practically fell ugrothe
sliding door.

The train departed just a few moments after they hazheeathe
compartment indicated by Bram. There was a considemtiease
in noise from the engine, and the view from the windosas
immediately obscured by steam. There was a serigerksf which
caused all them to stagger for a moment, followed bycaghony of
clatters and thumps as the train made its way ovepdirgs to join
the main line to the north.

The companions set about making themselves as conodab
possible on the worn upholstery, using their kit bags lesvgi and
greatcoats as blankets.
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“Well, it may not be much,” Bram said, stretching oldng one
long seat, “But it's certainly more comfortable thaome of the
places we've been.”

This was true, thought Tom. The three of them had teemngh
a number of formative experiences together, in turrslaeating,
nauseatingly unpleasant and downright dangerous. He was waguel
looking forward to doing something altogether less stuéssf

Their talk turned to what they would do now. Neither Tioon
Alistair had any very well formed plans. Their receand
surprisingly sudden departure from the Armed Services hath&ft
feeling slightly rootless, even homeless.

“Well, if you like, come along with me,” Bram suggestedll “
have to show up at home sometime, | rather think, oatid no
particular hurry to get there. | dare say that I'll édde turn up to
face the music sooner or later, but frankly I'd predged.”

Tom thought that Bram felt slightly uneasy, even enassed
about the disparity of their relative positions, or ppdhhe was just
acting out of sympathy. He could recall a previous caatem
where Bram had described his relationship with his paras a bit
strained.

“They're all right, | suppose,” Bram had explained at tinee,
“Mum’s a kind soul, but she does nag a bit sometimes. Dadiit
distant, very serious and hard-working. He thinks thatd’bit of a
ne’er-do-well.”

Bram wriggled into a more comfortable position, and tehed
out with his hands behind his head.

“After all, we've got all the summer ahead of us,”dmntinued,
warming to the topic. “I'm sure we can get jobs oraanf earn a
few bob. It might feel like a holiday after the Arrhy.

Tom felt a touch uneasy at the prospect.

“Never done a farm job,” he mumbled, “Never been ofare,
actually.”

Alistair, who had been brought up on a smallholding in
Sutherland, rejoined pragmatically.

“Oh, farm work’s not difficult,” he explained, rousing Hssff,
“It's just heavy and sometimes dirty. It's basic labng, you know:
pick that up, carry it here, put it there.”

“Just like being in the Army then,” Tom quipped.

They all laughed.

“Well, at least there’s no Sergeant Major to showyaat,” Bram
countered.
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“Ah, but you still have to get up early, though,” Alistaaid,
although he did not sound particularly worried by the prospect

“That’s true enough,” Bram said, still grinning widely, lthough
| hope the breakfasts will be better.”

This was a factor which weighed fairly heavily onithainds, or
possibly just their stomachs. Both during the Warfjtsed well as
immediately afterwards, almost every necessity wiened. Beer,
petrol, meat, even bread was subject to careful cotitrough the
ration-book system. Of course, this had lead to ainlyi almost
omnipresent, black market, and in practice almost amytbould be
obtained if you had the right contacts and deep pocketsreMrere
also one or two places where additional food might beiledole
beyond the organised black market. It was a racingictrtad om
thought, that there would be better rations on a farm.

The companions fell silent. Tom could already heastaili's
snores over thelickity-clack of the carriage wheels on the track. The
rocking motion of the train, together with the relatwarmth and
comfort, not to mention the few pints of beer, appgaoehave made
them all feel very drowsy. Tom fell asleep to theatfic sound of
the steam train forging its way north.
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