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To the soldiers who, in their obscurity, were not considered ‘Back Room’


PART ONE

KENYA 1939


ONE

WALTER TIETJENS leaned on the rail of his little steamer and smoked with the air of a satisfied man. It always pleased him to return to Hals-flower after a week at Mombassa.

His trip down-river had been a success for he had shipped eighty tons of sisal and twice as much coffee aboard the trader bound for Bristol. Soon a letter would come from the Sisal Trading Company and a three per cent profit put to his personal account. He smiled, eyes narrowed against the arc-light sun, watching the bright foliage of the river bank sliding by in wide sweeps. Soon the foliage would clear and the eternal green darken into cool shades of brown country. Wiping sweat from his face he carefully filled his pipe. It was a new pipe and for a moment he held it in the shadow of the rail, examining it. Loetia had given it to him recently and he treasured it.

Tietjens frowned as he remembered her. But thoughts of the little white bungalow at Hals-flower and the quay there and new shipments animated him; flung new strength into his determination to force the graph of profit higher. He calculated the possibility of another trip south before the rains. It was just possible, he decided, but he would have to drive the natives. Nodding, he spat into the river, lit his pipe and turned, seeking shade.

It was then that he remembered the letter. Taking it from the hip pocket of his khaki shorts he squatted on empty sisal bags and read it again.


‘Dear Sir,

Your communication has been received by the Director of Scientific Research via the Government Office, Nairobi.

This Department is most interested in the Device you are developing and would be prepared to send a technical representative to further examine its possibilities at any time convenient to you after completion of the model prototype.

I am, Sir, Your Obedient Servant,

H. L. F. Harrobin

For Director of Scientific Research.’



To Tietjens it was the result of eight years of study and research; the abandonment of scores of good ideas for better ones. It was the payment for years of work on the drawing board or filing and moulding in his workshop while other people slept. The possibility that the scientific people might reject his invention out of hand did not occur to him. He had achieved what most technicians believed impossible—made twenty tons of steel float on marsh with nothing more cumbersome than a flimsy metal tray.

Returning the letter to his pocket he began to wonder how much they would pay him for it. Reflecting that they had willingly paid one thousand five hundred pounds for his Henley Gas Projector in 1918, it seemed impossible that they would offer less than ten thousand pounds now. It was all a question of requirement, of course. If the War Office were not interested in a fighting raft crossing marsh under its own power they would not pay tenpence for it. But they were interested, apparently, for there was bound to be a strong liaison between the Scientific Director and the General Staff. Tietjens argued this silently, sitting in the shade with his pipe between his teeth, staring at the bright river.

He rose as he remembered Macmasters, buttoned his hip pocket and wandered along the hot deck towards him.

Macmasters was sitting in a rope coil, his long legs thrust out, examining a small, silver flask with interest.

‘Brandy?’ asked Tietjens.

‘Gin.’

‘Mother’s ruin. You’re asking for it.’

Macmasters said, ‘The students will assemble for the hundredth bloody lecture,’ and tipped the flask to his lips.

‘You’re drunk.’

‘You’re right, sir.’

Tietjens sighed. He had met youngsters like this before and handled them with efficient ease. This time he was handicapped. He liked Macmasters, which made it difficult for a man unused to having preferences, and said:

‘Please try to pull yourself together. Loetia won’t like it, you know.’

Focusing his eyes, Macmasters saw Tietjens as a blur partly obscured by sweat and light; a portly dump of a man standing against leaves and water.

‘With respect,’ he said, ‘to hell with Loetia. She doesn’t appear to like anything.’

Tietjens stood uncertainly; ran his tongue around his dry lips. He examined Macmasters with the aloof superiority that a sober man uses when dealing with a drunken one. Suddenly he smiled. Good material, he thought; not the usual brandy-soaked dwarf that Sir Robert sent upcountry, full of chlorodine and pomposity. Macmasters was nothing like that. He had breeding, even if it wasn’t immediately apparent. Yes, good material, if gin and women didn’t get him, which was likely at his present rate of delinquency. Tietjens was wise in the ways of men. He knew the boy was under a cloud at home, and excused the natural reaction. The last time he had seen Macmasters was in Sir Robert’s office in Bristol. The lad was at Eton then, a bright, polished-faced little chap with a high collar and a fair quiff. Times had changed, thought Tietjens. He wondered what Sir Robert would say if he saw his son now.

‘You mentioned Loetia,’ said Tietjens. ‘I agree I’ve made my wife appear tricky. But she’ll be reasonable if you behave yourself and show a little respect. So tidy yourself up, John. You owe it to the firm to appear presentable.’

Macmasters did not seem to be listening. In sudden anger Tietjens said, ‘Look, if you didn’t like the idea of coming east why the hell did you apply for it? In your position you could have chosen any one of ten places.’

‘For barefaced cheek you take the bloody biscuit,’ replied Macmasters.

The older man wandered about. ‘Loetia will ask why you chose to come here—you know what women are.’

Macmasters said suddenly, ‘Since we’re all going to be so damned inquisitive—what makes anyone come out here—you, for instance?’

Tietjens shrugged. ‘Lack of prospect at home, mostly.’

‘Sure it wasn’t a can on your tail?’

Tietjens mopped his florid face and said flatly, ‘I came east because I wanted a change. At first I hated it, like you. Now I prefer it to England.’

‘This stinking, festering hole?’

‘It can be home, son. Especially with a good woman about.’

‘Blimey!’ exclaimed Macmasters. ‘Besides being a hypocrite the man’s an idealist. What an unholy combination.’

Tietjens bit the tip of his tongue and said steadily, ‘A man’s got to cling to something. Half your trouble is that you don’t know where you’re going. You’re discontented with life so you take it out of life—going around insulting people.’ He paused, breathing noisily. ‘Nobody’s done you any harm, John. You’ll find Loetia sympathetic and kind, and …’

‘Sure, sure,’ Macmasters rose, nodding excessively and walked to the entrance of the companionway. Leaning against the frame, he turned and said:

‘D’you think I don’t know what’s been going on? You’ve been scratching the old man’s back, Tietjens. Admit it, you patronizing little double-cross. Of course you know all about me, and your missus does, too.’

‘Loetia has no idea who it is coming,’ said Tietjens mildly.

‘I bet she doesn’t!’ Macmasters glared. ‘With luck the pair of you should blow it over the Colony in a week. I’m the bloody show-piece, aren’t I—the Chairman’s son who’s gone wrong and been sent to Tietjens to be straightened up?’

‘You’ve made a damned fool of yourself,’ said Tietjens, wearily, ‘and you’re the only one who’s shouting it about. All right. I’ll admit that I offered to have you—to help square you up—to teach you to do something useful in life. Your father jumped at the suggestion. What’s wrong with that?’

‘Nothing, except that you don’t give a tinker’s damn for me or anyone else. You’re just using me as a lever to climb higher and you know it.’ He levelled a finger at Tietjens’ composed face. ‘All right! You’ve got something on me, eh? I’m telling you that I know enough about you to send you back to Bristol tomorrow, so you can think that one out.’ Macmasters slipped on the top step of the companionway and disappeared down the stairs with a crash, to reappear a few moments later, his face level with the deck. ‘Thought I was down, didn’t you? Well, I’m not bloody well down and don’t you forget it. Talk your head off. Have a hell of a time. …’ He disappeared again. Tietjens, unmoved, heard him rattle down the steps and land with a thud at the bottom.

The gin-flask was lying at Tietjens’ feet. Picking it up, he unscrewed the stopper and poured the contents over the steamer’s rail.

He stared at the river waving in foaming, concave sweeps from the bows. A twig, twenty yards up-stream, was jutting up, making foam. He reminded himself to watch Loetia’s face when she saw young Macmasters. Turning, he watched the twig until it was out of sight. Its passing was irrevocable; something he could do nothing about. Like Loetia and Cameron from Wadelai. He had watched her slip away like that and had been powerless to stop her. Their affair had developed under his nose and he had watched it and done nothing and hated himself for his weakness. The engine below him thumped. Sweat ran into his eyes and he wiped it away with his right hand, then with his left. Balance habit. What one hand touched the other must touch. He had done it since a boy; a nervous gesture that was almost a disease. He thought, fancy bringing Macmasters and Loetia together at an unsettled time like this—with Cameron scarcely over the doorstep. Asking for it. Ought to have his head read.

A sense of dread gripped Tietjens. Only a few times in his life had he suffered it so acutely. Like waiting for the cane in his headmaster’s study surrounded with all the shame of sending a dirty note around the class: waiting for his court martial at Arras in ’18 for misappropriation: being told by Sir Robert Macmasters that a swindle was exposed and that he was lucky not to be going to jail. All nervous expectations of disaster had the same killing effect on his disposition.

Macmasters and Loetia.

It was nearly five o’clock. The steamer, its bows cresting foam, rounded a bend in the river. Macmasters, standing in the waist of the vessel, saw a little quay appear like a visitation. He shielded his eyes. Corrugated-iron shedding cut segments out of bright green. A solitary crane, leaning acutely, split the mud hut settlement like a gibbet. A native, naked but for a loin cloth, lay asleep with a tattered sun-hat tipped over his face. A board like a station name-plate announced in three feet high whitewashed lettering:

HALS-FLOWER TRADING ESTATE

(KENYA AND BRISTOL)

Macmasters said, ‘And Bristol fears no competitor.’

‘It may look indolent but don’t let it fool you,’ replied Tietjens.

‘Where’s the town band?’

‘We keep it for the Chairman, not his black sheep son.’

Macmasters grinned. ‘Good for you. Time I had some back.’

‘And there’s more where it came from.’ Tietjens gripped Macmasters’ shoulder and turned him. ‘Get something straight. Whatever the reason for your presence, the fact is that you’re here. Loetia and I want nothing except the respect the situation deserves. See we get it.’

‘I’ll do my best, Walter. You’ll find me less objectionable sober.’

The steamer bumped the quay. Jumping ashore, the steersman secured it with a rope. Tietjens pressed three times on a klaxon horn.

Hals-flower awoke. Within thirty seconds the insect-music of the river was shattered. Mud huts shivered into activity. Natives, shouting, leapt from the rush beds, gathered into a throng and surged towards the river. Children shrieked. Women, half-naked, snatched up sleeping babies and trailed the road verges. Old men tottered along on sticks, Macmasters watched a small, black army converge towards him, and looked at Tietjens.

The man was standing erect, topee on the back of his head. Arms folded, belly thrust out, he awaited an onslaught. Yelling, the natives gathered around him, leaving Macmasters standing alone. They waved and cheered, but never touched Tietjens or approached within yards of him. Macmasters, fascinated, wondered if he had underestimated Tietjens. This was more a kingdom than a trading estate, and the man was apparently a beloved ruler. This belied all Macmasters had heard in Bristol where Tietjens had a name for ill-treatment of his labour. Tietjens shouted an order and the crowd parted. He said, turning to Macmasters:

‘Welcome to Hals-flower, John. God, it’s good to be back! No, leave that. The people will bring the baggage.’

Macmasters followed him to a battered, high-powered Chrysler standing under a canvas shelter. They climbed into it while the natives, standing in a circle, watched in silence. A porter piled their luggage into the back. Tietjens started the engine. Macmasters noticed that the man’s shirt was heavily stained with sweat and that he was panting. The car reversed. Tietjens fought with the gears and it lurched forward, raising dust. The crowd parted. As they drove away Macmasters looked over his shoulder. The natives had closed the gap and were staring after them. Before he turned back in his seat Macmasters saw a woman with a child in her arms. She held it away from her, and spat.

Tietjens stopped the car a hundred yards from his Hals-flower bungalow and garaged it. Loaded with their cases, they trudged the rest of the way.

Mrs. Tietjens was standing on the bungalow veranda.

Macmasters saw her from a distance; a slim, white shape which, as he drew closer, assumed the proportions of almost regal authority, so well did the woman hold herself. She stood motionless, awaiting them. Macmasters lowered his cases while Tietjens scrambled up the veranda steps and planted a schoolboy kiss on her cheek. She did not move or attempt to greet him.

‘Loetia, meet Macmasters.’

‘How do you do,’ she said.

Macmasters’ eyes moved over her, assimilating every detail of her fine, oval face; the high, slightly flushed cheekbones, the slanted, dark eyes. It could have been the face of a nun, such was its repose and purity. She offered her hand. It was smooth and strong.

‘Good trip?’ She was looking past him.

‘Fine, thanks.’

‘I hope Walter treated you well?’ Her tone was cold.

‘The essence of hospitality.’ Macmasters began a grin but her expression stopped it.

‘The name is Loetia,’ she said. ‘A little sociability does much to make this place tolerable.’

Macmasters nodded, aware of tension. Tietjens was standing in an untidy bundle with his stomach bulging over his belt, shifting his weight from one foot to another like a child waiting to be thrashed. His wife said:

‘You must be tired. Please come in.’

Macmasters followed her into the bungalow, ducking his head under the butt of a heavy rhinoceros whip decorating the door lintel. The room was large, with cane furnishings and rush mats.

‘Do sit down,’ she said, gesturing.

Macmasters obeyed, looking for Tietjens. The man was bending in the veranda doorway, his round, sweating face staring over the cases. Suddenly pitying him, Macmasters rose.

‘Don’t worry, Walter. I’ll take care of these. Have a rest. I’ll be back in a minute.’ Tietjens shuffled away. Macmasters saw Mrs. Tietjens imaged in the glass panel of the kitchen door. Entering the lounge with a tray of drinks, she set it on a low table beside him. As her husband came in from the veranda, she said, ‘Not good enough, Walter. You should be doing this.’

Tietjens wheezed and sat down heavily. ‘Dog-tired, my dear. The river plays the devil with my eyes.’

‘Catch the trader?’

‘Skin of my teeth.’

‘As usual. Remember the invoices?’

‘Everything.’

‘You haven’t asked how I’ve been.’ Her tone was fractious.

‘How have you been?’

‘Frightfully uncomfortable. Monsamma’s been a pest.’

‘What’s he been up to?’ Tietjens sounded bored.

‘Marajel’s away,’ she replied in a tone that appeared to explain everything.

‘Oh,’ Tietjens grunted and grinned. He poured whisky and handed Macmasters the glass. ‘Help yourself to soda. Marajel’s the wife of Monsamma, my personal servant. Commendable fellow. Best nigger I have, isn’t he, Loetia?’ Tietjens smiled as a man smiles at his thoughts. ‘And a giant of a man. He’s devoted to my wife, which means that I can leave her here in perfect safety if I’m ever away on business.’

‘I’m quite capable of taking care of myself,’ said his wife sharply.

‘Yes, yes. But for my own peace of mind I prefer Monsamma to help you do it.’

‘The man does nothing but follow me around. I have absolutely no privacy, and when Marajel’s away he is a source of real embarrassment.’

‘All right, all right,’ said Tietjens sharply, ‘no need to make a domestic issue out of it. I’ll consider replacing him.’

‘That’s the usual answer, which means that you’ll do precisely nothing about it.’

Macmasters was feeling uncomfortable. Suddenly Tietjens reached out and gripped his wife’s wrist. Macmasters saw the veins in his arm stand out a vivid blue. ‘Forget it, my sweet,’ said Tietjens softly. ‘Run along and get us something to eat, we’re both famished.’

There was a brief silence and then she said, ‘Sorry, darling. It’s … it’s this awful hanging around. You know how it is.’

Macmasters saw a transformation of her mood. She was smiling brilliantly, her head back. She said, ‘I’m afraid we’ve been most neglectful, Mr. Macmasters. Forgive me. Being left alone has the most unhappy effect upon me.’

‘Of course,’ said Tietjens, smiling. ‘John understands.’

‘John?’ Her eyes widened. ‘Not the Chairman’s son?’

‘Who did you expect?’ asked Macmasters, smiling over his whisky.

She made a pretty motion with her head, replying, ‘Walter wired saying he was bringing one of the Macmasters, but naturally I expected a nephew—the firm’s overrun with them.’

‘Son,’ said Tietjens peremptorily, and drained his glass with obvious impatience.

Macmasters said, ‘Don’t get things wrong, Mrs. Tietjens. The nephews get the plum jobs. I’m the black sheep—practically an outsider.’

‘But what are you, of all people, doing at Hals-flower?’

‘Gaining experience,’ said Tietjens. ‘What about something to eat?’

‘But why Kenya, of all places?’ his wife persisted.

Tietjens said sharply, ‘When dealing with an inquisitive man you tell him to go to hell, John. You can tell my wife the same thing.’

Macmasters rose, walked to the veranda door and turned, glass in hand. ‘Mrs. Tietjens, I think I’m going to tell you about myself, for you’re bound to hear it all eventually and I’d prefer you to hear it from me.’

‘Well?’ she replied after a silence.

‘I got mixed up with a woman at home.’

A smile flickered over Mrs. Tietjens’ face. ‘Somebody we know?’

‘A waitress.’

‘Oh.’ She nodded, looking away.

‘Don’t be so damned virginal, Loetia,’ Tietjens said brusquely. ‘Any man’s entitled to fall in love and it’s none of our business, anyway.’

Macmasters said, ‘I took her to Switzerland. Walked right into the old man on Berne station.’

‘Damned hard luck,’ murmured Tietjens. ‘Like to have seen you get away with it.’

‘Walter,’ said his wife sharply, ‘please don’t be vulgar.’ She was smiling again, faintly. She said, ‘So they sent you away from her?’

‘Cut your corns and sent you to Kenya.’ Tietjens reached for the decanter. ‘What perfect psychologists the aged are. They restrict a youngster’s natural instincts and send him East where the outlets are boundless. Come on, forget it all. Drink up.’

Loetia Tietjens sat on the arm of a chair, clasped her hands around her knees and stared through the veranda doorway. Macmasters was a little surprised when she said, ‘Personally, I consider the whole thing quite sordid.’

Tietjens exploded into his glass. ‘God,’ he said. ‘Hark at that! Aren’t women the most profound hypocrites? He wasn’t on his own, you know, Loetia? His waitress was giving him a hand.’

‘There’ll be the most frightful scandal when this thing gets out,’ she said, ignoring him.

‘Up to you, Mrs Tietjens,’ said Macmasters. ‘You can always kick me out.’

‘She’ll have you, never fear,’ said Tietjens. ‘Find me the woman who wouldn’t after such a confession.’

His wife rose. ‘You may stay,’ she said softly. ‘But I need not tell you that Kenya is like any other place where a scandal is concerned. Despite my husband’s unhappy knack of distorting the woman’s point of view, someone must consider the facts. You are in the public eye here, Mr. Macmasters. You’ll meet people. And if …’ she began to falter.

‘Speak your mind,’ said Macmasters.

‘Well,’ she continued, ‘I don’t wish to appear offensive, but my husband spends a lot of time away from this house. Naturally, it will be difficult for you to stay here while he’s absent.’

Tietjens stared at her. ‘Oh, my God, Loetia? What is this, an ecclesiastical meeting?’

‘Walter,’ she interjected hotly, ‘you’re the first to talk airily but you’d be the first to complain if your precious Hals-flower became a source of scandal. You know what this place is like. You’d only have to go as far as the river and it would be all over Nairobi.’

‘I think,’ began Macmasters, ‘that I had better go.’

‘There is a way out,’ said Mrs. Tietjens quietly, ‘and it is very simple. Perhaps you’d be willing to accompany Walter if he has to go away on business.’

‘Perfectly willing.’

‘And you are not angry with me?’ She was smiling, her face beautiful.

‘Of course not. It’s natural for a woman to protect her good name,’ replied Macmasters.

Tietjens leaned back heavily, staring at them uncomprehendingly. ‘Well, I’m damned,’ he said. ‘I never would have believed it.’

‘I see your wife’s point of view,’ said Macmasters. ‘I think it is very kind of her to have me.’

Mrs. Tietjens walked towards the kitchen door, saying, ‘Please don’t think I’m a horrid prude, will you, John? I’ll soon prove that I’m not inhospitable. Walter, take him to his room. No doubt he’d like to wash and change before his meal, even if you never do.’ The door closed behind her.

‘She beats me,’ said Tietjens. ‘Never been like that before. When Cameron came she was all over him.’

‘Cameron has that indefinable something that I lack,’ said Macmasters. ‘Who is he, anyway?’

‘Trading executive—my opposite number at Wadelai. He lived here with us for a month to get a line on things.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘As I say, Loetia and Cameron got on perfectly. Well, I’ll take you to your room, old boy.’

In his room Macmasters was aware that Tietjens was standing behind him.

‘John.’ Tietjens began to bite his fingers.

‘Yes?’

After a pause Tietjens said, ‘Don’t misunderstand what I’m going to say, old chap, but I think you ought to know that you haven’t walked into a nest of domestic bliss.’

‘I have formed that opinion.’

‘Loetia and I don’t get on, if you know what I mean. Nothing serious. We just bicker a bit. I’ll give you some advice. Don’t take sides. Isolate yourself from it if you can.’

‘I intend to.’

Tietjens sat on the edge of the bed and momentarily covered his face with his hands. Macmasters glanced at him and began unpacking his cases.

‘What’s wrong, Walter?’ he said at length.

The older man rose. ‘It’s no good, John. I’d better tell you. It’s no use beating about the bush trying to give you impressions.’ He laughed suddenly, bitterly. ‘It was almost funny listening to you making your number just now. Loetia must have been dying to laugh. Of course she can’t afford a hint of scandal. All over Nairobi people are talking about her Cameron.’

‘Cameron? The Wadelai chap?’

Tietjens nodded glumly. ‘And I’m not supposed to know.’

‘Why tell me this?’

Tietjens said, his voice low and intense, ‘Because Loetia is a beautiful woman and neither of you can afford a recurrence of what has happened in the past.’

Macmasters smiled. ‘Nothing like having it straight, is there?’

‘Hints are useless,’ said Tietjens. ‘Some things have to be said.’ He walked to the door. Macmasters grinned at him but the expression of discomfort on the other’s face brought uppermost an intense pity and Macmasters knew, for a moment, what it was like for a man to have a woman he could not hold.

‘John, try to understand,’ Tietjens said.

Macmasters nodded.


TWO

NEXT morning Macmasters left the breakfast table with Tietjens and went with him in the car to the quay.

The native porters were already at work loading a new consignment of sisal that had come in from outlying farms. Leaving Tietjens involved in his accounts Macmasters walked through the Settlement, past the jetty where the steamer was moored and down the tree-fringed river bank towards the plains. Although it was early the sun possessed the heat of a blow-torch; its rays beating through the thick pith of his topee; its white, glassy light creating illusions of water where none existed. Every movement of his body brought a quick rush of sweat. Dust rose in little puffs at his feet. He saw, in the immediate distance, a low, purple ridge with a white rock out-crop at its summit, which flung black shadows of shelter. He reached the base and climbed upwards into the shade of the rocks. Sitting there he smoked and looked about him.

The ridge commanded a view of the quay where black dots moved under the weight of sisal bags. North of the quay lay the native Settlement where children played, their cries coming to him faintly on the heat-laden air. Rising, he looked farther north, trying to identify the white roof of the bungalow, but the distance was too great. To his immediate right the river wound a glittering path through featureless, brown country. There was little to relieve the flat monotony save occasional rock outcrops and patches of sansevieria around which scrawny sheep grazed. Sweat trickled into Macmasters’ eyes and he pondered on the possibility of the Equator itself cutting his position like a white-hot line. A small pinnacle of rock beside him jutted from the shadow and he touched it, searing his fingers. Shielding his eyes from the glare he looked eastwards.

Pencilled through the plains were the roads Tietjens and those before him had built; tracks, no more, down which his natives shepherded their dying sheep in drought. Small watercourses intersected the river; creative beds for mosquitoes; haven for the tsetse-fly. Distantly, came the anguished cries of sheep. The wind was hot. The sound disturbed Macmasters. He had pitied these skinny, maggot-driven creatures during the trip upriver from Mombassa. Animals and men, he thought, could die and rot in this wilderness without civilization knowing, and the sudden thought of Mrs. Tietjens’ loneliness appalled him.

Loetia Tietjens was attractive, and the last thing Macmasters wanted was a hostile Tietjens, who stood in high esteem at home. He decided never to become involved in the slightest discord; allowing Tietjens no avenue of distrust and, more important still, to show Loetia nothing more than normal courtesy. He rose, flicked away his cigarette and began the descent to the plain.

Half-way down the slope he was surprised to see Tietjens climbing laboriously towards him. Macmasters waited. Sweating and panting Tietjens hauled himself the last few feet. ‘God man,’ he said, ‘you’re like a mountain goat. What on earth are you doing up here?’

‘Working off the gin. What’s the hurry?’

Tietjens held his chest and wheezed.

‘Fed up with accounts,’ he gasped. ‘Saw you up here and decided to show you something of real interest.’ He paused for breath, then turned. ‘Come with me,’ he said. ‘The car is on the quay.’

They drove along a road that narrowed to a track running roughly parallel to the river bank. The vegetation was thick here. Leaving the car in a little clearing Tietjens took the lead while Macmasters followed obediently. Soon a little thatched hut came into view. A big native was squatting on a stool outside the door. Hearing their footsteps he stood up, his long gown draping his fine physique.

‘Monsamma,’ said Tietjens.

The hut was divided into two rooms. The first was obviously a workshop, neat and orderly, with tools laid out in rows. A continuous bench lined the walls and was fitted with vices of varying sizes and shapes. Behind the door stood a drawing-board on trestles with an oil lamp either side of it and drawing instruments, tee square and set squares neatly arranged for instant use.

‘What the devil’s all this?’ asked Macmasters. The hut was like an oven and he wanted to get out of it.

‘Mine,’ said Tietjens with pride, and produced his letter from the Scientific Research Department. Macmasters read it swiftly.

‘In here,’ said Tietjens, taking the letter.

There was about him a sort of schoolboy pride that stripped him of all manhood; made him, in Macmasters’ eyes, something more wholesome and honest. He followed Tietjens into the next room.

In the middle of the room a ten feet long model of a heavy raft was jacked clear of the ground. It was built of wood and perfect in every detail. With shining eyes Tietjens explained to Macmasters that he had built it to his own design, being denied access to up-to-date technical information. Macmasters examined the machine in silence while Tietjens hovered about him.

‘It’s absolutely solid,’ exclaimed Macmasters at length. ‘What is it supposed to do?’

‘Float on marsh.’

‘That’s not surprising—it’s wooden.’

Tietjens pointed to a large round circle of metal centrally inset at the rear of the raft and at another in the front.

‘Solid lead,’ said Tietjens. ‘Each circular plug weighs half a ton. The simplest calculation for buoyancy would prove to you that the cubic capacity of all the wood in this machine wouldn’t begin to float that weight.’

‘What does, then?’

‘Ah.’

‘Anyway, what’s it all about?’

Tietjens said, ‘Have you ever stopped to consider the value of a fighting raft that could cross marsh?’

‘One thing at a time,’ said Macmasters. ‘I don’t know the first damned thing about this, so treat me as a layman. How do you float this gadget?’

Tietjens grinned with pleasure and looked at his watch.

‘I’ll show you,’ he said. ‘Just time before lunch. And bear in mind the privilege of witnessing, as a complete outsider, the launching of something that will soon be on the secret list in the Old Country.’

‘You’re selling it, then?’

‘Good God, man! D’you think I’m working like a slave for pleasure? A scientific machine like this isn’t conceived overnight. I had the original idea just after the last war and began designing eight years ago. Even now it isn’t perfected. Monsamma!’

The big native appeared in the doorway.

‘Come and give a hand,’ said Tietjens in Kitchen Swahili.

Macmasters watched the native at work on the jacks. Slowly the model raft settled on to placed trollies. Next he opened swing doors that spanned the end of the hut. Macmasters saw a narrow concrete slip-way that sloped through vegetation to the river. The rear of the raft was connected to a small hand winch by a wire rope. The native heaved on the nose of the raft. Tietjens paid out on the winch. The device moved out into the fierce sunlight.

‘Now,’ said Tietjens, and lifted a huge roll of thin gauge metal sheeting and steel props.

Macmasters followed him to the river’s edge. Sitting on the bank he watched Tietjens fix the sheet-metal around the edge of the raft, securing it to the thin gunwale and bracing stays so that soon the whole machine was enveloped save for its undercarriage and trolley wheels. Tietjens stepped back, grinned and motioned to Monsamma who ran to the winch.

‘Right!’

The rope lengthened. The raft slipped slowly forward. Its prow furrowed the mud. It moved on, quietly and gracefully until there was only a few inches of freeboard. It did not sink any further.

There was suppressed excitement on Tietjens’ face as he joined Macmasters on the bank. ‘Got the hang of it?’ he asked.

‘The idea is good,’ replied Macmasters soberly, ‘but it has limitations.’

‘What good idea hasn’t?’ asked Tietjens.

‘How about propulsion?’

‘Paddles at the sides, driven off the engine.’

‘Speed?’

Tietjens shrugged. ‘Probably a mile an hour.’

‘Wouldn’t take much of a wind,’ said Macmasters.

‘There you have me, old boy. Force Three, perhaps—the full-blown device, I mean.’

‘Surprise angle is good.’

‘Excellent,’ said Tietjens. ‘Paint “Troop Carrier Craft” on the bows and the defenders would think it was a boat carrying infantry. The gun turret is completely hidden by the screen.’

They sat in silence for a few moments, watching the device as Monsamma heaved it slowly towards them. Then Macmasters said, ‘I can see a major disadvantage, Walter.’

‘Well?’

‘It took you half an hour to fix that armour up. The next war won’t wait that long. You’ll have people on the opposite bank of the river popping off the crew while they’re doing it. And I can’t for the life of me see how you’re going to get it off, except by the same, slow means.’

‘Any ideas?’ Tietjens was smiling.

‘It must be done mechanically.’

‘Impossible,’ replied Tietjens abruptly. ‘You’re like the rest of them, John. You want the world. I tell you, you’ve got to accept some limitations—you can’t have it all ways.’

Macmasters said, ‘When are you inviting the big boys over to see it?’

‘Not yet. There’s all the time in the world.’

‘There isn’t. That’s where you’re wrong,’ returned Macmasters. ‘The best idea ever thought of has been played with ten times before and is being worked on by ten others.’

‘Not this one. This is out of the hat.’

Macmasters rose, saying, ‘Well, I hand it to you, Walter. You don’t exactly look the scientific type but you’ve got more than that. You’ve got guts. Supposing the Scientific Department fall for it—how much will you ask for it?’

‘Ten thousand.’

Macmasters whistled. ‘Supposing they won’t play?’

‘Then I’ll look for other buyers.’

‘Abroad?’

‘Why not?’

‘Where?’

Tietjens lit his pipe with care and looked reflectively at it before replying. He said slowly:

‘The big pot in the world today is Germany. You only sell things on a seller’s market, that is, if you’re a business man. I’ve got something to sell and I don’t give a damn who buys it.’

‘Your conscience needs cleaning, Walter.’

‘I can’t afford one,’ replied Tietjens, rising. ‘Come on, it’s time for lunch. Loetia will wonder where the devil we’ve got to.’

Macmasters waited while Tietjens gave instructions to Monsamma, then they walked back to the car. A little of Tietjens’ elation seemed to leave him as they drove to Hals-flower.

‘Does your wife know what you’re up to?’ asked Macmasters as they neared the bungalow.

‘No,’ came the reply. ‘She thinks I have a hobby. Keep it like that. You know what women are.’

‘How about me? Aren’t I likely to shoot my mouth off?’

Tietjens grinned and shifted his position in the driving seat. ‘Never considered it,’ he said.

‘Well, consider this,’ said Macmasters. ‘If you contact the German Embassy I’ll have an outline sketch and a full report of the thing into the War Office within a week.’

Tietjens laughed from his stomach. It was the first time Macmasters had seen him really laugh. ‘I shouldn’t lose any sleep over it, John,’ he said. ‘I hope I’m as patriotic as the next.’

‘Like hell you are, Walter. You’re a business man.’ He spoke again, but Tietjens did not appear to hear him. They were nearing the bungalow and Loetia was crossing the veranda.

This time she waved.

Two evenings later Macmasters was fishing. So far he had managed to spend little time at the bungalow and always made a habit of being away from it when Tietjens was out. By mutual arrangement he was spending a few days alone to ‘settle down’ as Tietjens had put it. Now, lying at full length in the shade he looked up and saw Tietjens standing above him.

‘Good God!’ exclaimed Macmasters at the expression on Tietjens’ face.

‘Wire from Nairobi,’ said Tietjens fighting for breath. ‘Cameron.’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Cameron. Trouble at Wadelai.’ Tietjens’ cheeks shook. ‘Got to get over there at once.’

Macmasters rose. ‘Right, I’ll get a few things packed.’

‘Ah,’ said Tietjens in an arresting way.

Macmasters looked at him.

‘That’s the trouble,’ said Tietjens. ‘You can’t come.’

‘Why not?’

Tietjens looked as if he was about to expire. Sweat ran down his face and dripped steadily from his chin. ‘Loetia,’ he said. ‘In bed. Touch of the sun.’

Suddenly exasperated, Macmasters said, ‘For God’s sake, man, explain. Don’t talk in monosyllables. Why has everything happened at once?’

‘She gets the sun like that, John.’ Tietjens snapped his fingers.

‘What’s wrong with Cameron, then?’

‘I don’t really know. The wire came from Nairobi sub-headquarters. It must be something important. Perhaps I’ve got Wadelai at last.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Got the farms and the export. Been after it for years.’ Tietjens’ voice trembled with excitement. ‘I’ve been telling them for long enough that I could handle both places.’

‘Why can’t I come?’

‘Monsamma. Loetia’s terrified of Monsamma.’

‘What about the point she made the other night—about not wanting me around?’

‘She’s ill, I tell you. Women are queer. Now she wants you to stay.’

‘How long will you be away?’

Tietjens hunched his round shoulders. ‘Maybe a week—just to get things organized. I expect Cameron’s on the bottle. He does it at times, according to his confidential reports.’

‘It’s utter cock. The man should be able to stand on his own feet.’

Tietjens smiled wryly. ‘You don’t know this country, John. When a man hits the bottle you can write him off. Now, listen, old boy. It would help me if you stayed in more ways than one. I’ve got eight hundred sisal bags coming in. The foreman will do the work, but I want you to keep an eye on things—you know what these people are. You haven’t met Chaon yet. Excellent chap, but they’re all open to graft. Just count the bales and generally keep things moving. Nothing a native likes better than sleep in this weather.’

‘When are you moving off?’

‘Now,’ replied Tietjens. ‘I’m already packed. I’m taking the car overland. That’ll leave you the steamer. I understand Cameron’s got a cargo coming for shipment from Mombassa, so if you get our lot there by Tuesday I can handle them both on my way back. Load by tomorrow evening and Chaon can leave on the steamer by midnight. That’ll keep the time-table.’

‘It’s all damned complicated,’ said Macmasters.

‘If you get stuck ask Loetia,’ said Tietjens, and grinned. ‘She knows the routine backwards.’

Macmasters was silent as they walked back to the bungalow.

Monsamma was waiting with Tietjens’ suitcases at his feet. He glanced sullenly at Macmasters as the two men approached him.
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