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I saw another at work to calcine
Ice into Gunpowder, who likewise
showed me a treatise he had written
concerning the Malleability of
Fire, which he intended to publish.


SWIFT




I


IN 1928 my foot was hurting all the time, so they took it off and gave me an aluminium one that only hurt about three-quarters of the time. It would be all right for a bit, and then any one of about fifty things would start it off and it would give me hell.


It struck a bad patch in the car coming back from Graveley with Colonel Holland. I tried kicking my shin with the heel of my other foot, which sometimes helped. But that meant wriggling about, and old Holland glared, so I stopped.


We drove for about twenty minutes after leaving Graveley without saying a word. I knew the old boy was in one of his bad moods and as I didn’t feel very sweet-tempered myself I didn’t start anything. People coming away from Graveley are usually a bit snappy. I suppose the bangs do it. Finally I think old Holland reached a stage where he had to be rude to somebody or burst. Anyhow he let out a loud snort and said:


“Now I suppose your people will send in a report saying that’s a marvellous weapon.”


I said, “That depends on the figures.”


Old Holland just said, “Figures!” and snorted again.


I knew it was no good arguing with him in that mood. Every now and again he liked to do the plain-dumb-soldier act, and then the only thing was to let it go. He said:


“If you boys would stop playing with figures and start learning a bit about soldiering, we should save a lot of time. Or you might try using your eyes. That would do.”


I said, “You don’t like it?”


“I think it’s a bloody useless contraption.”


“Why?”


Old Holland shook his head. “Just army conservatism,” he said wearily. “Just the army’s usual trick of shooting things down.”


He was always pretty bitter about these development jobs. Most of the army people were. They had a good deal of reason. Nobody took enough notice of what they said, and then if the thing went wrong they had to carry the can back.


“Well, go on,” he said suddenly. “You tell me. You saw the thing and you’ve got eyes. What’s wrong with it?”


I wasn’t having any. I had my own views about the Reeves, but I knew that Waring and the Old Man had been talking to people about the thing and wasn’t sure what they’d said. I just shook my head and said something about seeing the figures first.


Old Holland gave an extra loud snort and said:


“God make me patient. Have you ever seen a tank?”


“Yes.”


“Well, they move don’t they? They crawl about. They zigzag. They don’t like being shot at and they try to get out of the way. They don’t just drive in a straight line posing for their photographs while you shoot at them with your bloody contraptions.”


I said, “You don’t think the Reeves is easy enough to lay?”


“I think the type of chap we’ve got to use wouldn’t get a moving tank in his sights in a week.”


“Reeves chap was hitting them all right.”


“Of course he was. What is he? A trained engineer who’s done nothing but muck about with that thing for months; even now he has a hell of a job with it. You people seem to think that if you can train a research chap to do something in a laboratory by six months hard practice, we can train an ex-farm hand to do it in the field in ten minutes. Your feet aren’t on the ground, you scientific chaps. That’s your trouble.”


I didn’t say so but this was just what had struck me. The thing was pretty, but darned complicated. All the same I was sorry Holland had taken against it. If Waring and the Old Man were for it, it would mean another row, and I was sick of rows. As far as I could ever see, whenever we had a row with one of the services, we were always right. Dead right, except that they had to use the stuff and trust their lives to it whereas we hadn’t.


“I never quite understand about your outfit,” said old Holland suddenly. “What d’you call yourselves?”


“I don’t think we call ourselves anything,” I said. “We’re just Professor Mair’s research group.”


“Who d’you come under?”


“Nobody. Professor Mair has a lot of contacts, of course. He’s an old friend of the Minister’s.”


“Oh, I know that” said old Holland. “I’ve got reason to. But you haven’t got any establishment or any terms of reference or anything old-fashioned like that?”


“Not as far as I know. We just tackle any job we’re given.”


Old Holland shook his head. “Y’know this game’s spreading,” he said. “The country’s crawling with this and that chap’s tame research outfit. They don’t belong to anybody. They don’t report to anybody. They’ve got no responsibility and a lot of power. It isn’t right, y’know. It isn’t right. You’ve got some Service personnel?”


“One or two.”


He shook his head. “Don’t see how it’s done. They must be on somebody’s establishment. And what’s-his-name— what’s he?”


“Waring?”


“Yes. Mair’s second, eh?”


I hesitated for a moment and the old devil was on it like a knife. “Or reckons he is anyhow?”


I said, “Well, I suppose in practice he is. Rob Waring’s a very capable bloke.”


“I can well believe it,” said the old boy. “Don’t like him myself but I should think he’s capable of anything.”


I thought of doing my usual act about R.B. being very charming and a grand chap to work with and so forth. But my foot was hurting and somehow it hardly seemed worth while with old Holland. He would have known anyhow.


We stopped and put him down at the bottom of White-hall. He stood up on the pavement in his British Warm, and shook himself like a big dog. He was a huge old boy and he looked pretty good.


“Well, good-bye,” he said with a grin. “Remember, feet on the ground and don’t look at figures too much. Make you cross-eyed. Good-day to you.” He stumped off and I started in to kick my shin good and hard. It helped a lot.


It was nearly six o’clock when I got in. Till was poking away at his calculating machine with his glasses up on his forehead. I didn’t say “Hallo.” Till hated people to say “Hallo” or “Cheerio” however long they’d been away, It made him uncomfortable. He liked just to start as if you’d been there all the time.


Till said, “There’s an extraordinary thing here, Sammy.”


“What?” I said. I knew Till’s extraordinary things.


“You know those penetration figures?”


“Mm.”


“Well, there’s a positive correlation between penetration and the height of the man firing.”


“Easy,” I said. “The taller the man, the more rarefied the atmosphere and the less the air resistance.”


“You think that might be it?” said Till, putting his spectacles down and blinking.


“Might be?” I said. “It’s obvious. At least it would be if they hadn’t all been lying down when they fired. As it was, I suppose the longer chaps were nearer the target. How the hell did you get their heights anyhow?”


“I thought they might be interesting,” said Till vaguely. “But if they were lying down, it’s very puzzling isn’t it?”


“What is the correlation?” I said. “About o.o1?”


“Oh no,” said Till, hurt. “It’s about 0.09.”


“Well, that’s lower than the correlation you got between Roman Catholicism and weight lifting ability, so I wouldn’t worry too much about it.”


Till shook his head. He wasn’t satisfied. He never was satisfied.


“It’s a very odd thing anyhow,” he said. “How did you get on?”


“Middling,” I said.


“Think it’s any good?”


“God knows. Holland hates it.”


“The soldiers always do,” said Till, like a child repeating its piece. “They make emotional decisions without reference to the facts.”


I went into Waring’s room but instead of Waring there was Susan. All the furniture had been moved and she just had a typing desk.


“Hallo,” I said. “What’s happed to R.B.?”


“Gone into the inner room,” said Susan with a grin.


“What ho!” I said. “Impossible to pass without stating your business to his secretary, eh?”


“That’s the sort of thing. He’s bagged a carpet too.”


“Is he in?”


“No. He’s just gone to see the Minister with the Old Man.”


“Been a busy day altogether it seems,” I said.


“You bet it has,” said Sue, a bit viciously. “Not a moment has been wasted from R.B.’s point of view.” She looked at me pretty hard and said, “For the love of Mike sit down, Sammy, you look tired.”


I sat down and said, “I am. Darned tired.”


“Foot all right?”


“Fairish.”


“Why not push off?”


“Want to see R.B.”


“Well, I’ve no idea what time he’ll be back,” said Susan. “In fact he may not come back at all.” She looked at me for a bit and then said in a low voice, “Look darling— why not go home and take some of your stuff? I shan’t be long.”


I said, “Cut out the darling stuff. You know the rules.”


“Yes, sorry. But why not go home? I don’t think R.B. will come back.”


I said, “I think I’ll hang on for a bit. I want to tell him about the trials of the Reeves.”


“Is it any good?”


“I doubt it.”


“That won’t suit R.B. He thinks it’s marvellous.”


“Why?”


“Well, the Old Man has told the Minister it is, so it must be.”


I said, “You’re very bitter about him to-day. Has he been filthy to you?”


“Filthy?” said Susan. “He’s been sweet. Like having your week’s sugar ration in one cup of tea. I think the Career must be going well.” She looked at me with her lovely big grey eyes very cold. “Why don’t you start having a Career, Sammy? I could put you in the way of it in five minutes. It’s quite easy.”


I was just trying to think of the answer to that one when the door opened and Waring came in. I felt myself going pretty red. Not a soul in the place knew about Susan and me, but it always felt as though it must stick out a yard.


Waring was looking very big and handsome—rather like a film star playing a successful business man. I noticed that he’d started wearing a stiff white turn-down collar, and I thought, “He’ll be carrying an umbrella next.”


Waring said, “Hallo, Sammy—this is fine! I hoped you might be back. Come in.” He started towards the inner room, pulling off his overcoat as he went. He pulled it off his big shoulders like a boxer taking off his wrap.


“You’re in new quarters,” I said, as we went in.


“Yes,” he said carelessly. “I got tired of the bloody telephone ringing, so I moved in here for peace and quiet.” He hung the big dark coat on a hanger and picked up his despatch case. “Excuse me for just a second, Sammy. I want to settle this stuff.”


He dived back into the outer office. I glanced round the room. Waring had done himself very well. He had a whacking great partner’s desk about six feet square, with a leather top. There were three telephones on it, with a filter extension to Susan. One was a green Secret phone. He had a big leather swivel desk-chair and an arm-chair for visitors. The whole thing made our rabbit-hutch upstairs look pretty poverty-stricken.


I heard Waring say to Susan, “Three copies of that. Marked ‘Most Secret.’ One to the Minister, one to Professor Mair and one for me. There’s a note to go with the Minister’s. I’ll give you that later. As quickly as you can, please.”


Susan said, “It’ll take about two hours.” I looked at my watch. That would mean that she wouldn’t be home till nine.


“Yes. I’m sorry, but it’s a very urgent matter,” said Waring in his remotest voice.


“Will Professor Mair be here to sign the note?” said Susan. “He usually goes about now.”


“Never mind about that,” said Waring sharply. “I’ll sign it.”


There was a sharp “zip” which was Susan taking something out of the typewriter with a jerk. Waring came back and shut the door.


“Now then,” he said. “Why not sit down and be comfortable?” He grinned his boyish grin and patted the arm-chair. “Look Sammy. Chair. Beautiful, padded, comfortable arm-chair. Especially for important visitors like you. Try it. Nothing happens. It doesn’t give way and tip you into a cold bath or anything, honest it doesn’t.”


I sat down and said, “You’ve gone very grand.”


“Well, to tell you the truth I was getting a bit fed up with Manchester carpentry tables and chairs,” said Waring lighting a cigarette. “When you think of the stuff that we turn out here it seems a bit hard if we can’t have civilised furniture. Look at that bloody place you and Tilly work in. Some of the finest and most valuable stuff in the country comes out of that den. And look at the conditions you work in. It makes me wild.” He opened his green eyes very wide and looked positively indignant.


I said, “Well, it was darned nice of you to get yourself this stuff just for my sake.”


It was no good of course. It never was any good hitting R.B. He just roared with laughter and said:


“Go on, you bitter old devil. All I mean is that now you can kick up a fuss and say you won’t stay in that dump, while I roll about in luxury.”


I said, “I never notice. Besides the sales side always has to have flash offices. It impresses clients.”


“Well anyhow, you certainly ought to have a room of your own, without that darned machine of Till’s clicking all the time.”


I said, “I might speak to the Old Man about it.” I knew I shouldn’t, but it was the quickest way to shut him up.


“I should,” said Waring. He settled back in his chair. “Now tell me about the Reeves gun. Good show?”


“Moderately,” I said. “The whole thing was quite well laid on. The gun was there and the ammunition was there. There was a range, and only a few people went to Gravesend or Grantchester by mistake. So as these parties go, it wasn’t bad.”


“What did you think of it?” said Waring eagerly.


“I’m not sure yet. I haven’t seen any of the figures. It’s certainly an ingenious affair.”


“It’s a bloody marvellous weapon,” said Waring.


“Maybe,” I said a bit doubtfully. “Plenty of snags at present.”


“Oh, it isn’t perfect,” said Waring, waving a hand. “It needs cleaning up. But that’s easy.”


“I’m afraid old Holland took against it,” I said.


“He would!” said Waring. “He always takes against anything.” He smiled at the end of his cigarette. “Luckily it doesn’t matter what Holland thinks. The thing has been sold above his level.”


“Sold?”


“Yes. I made the Old Man take me round to see the Minister, and I put it across to him. He’s all steamed up about it.”


I was a bit shaken.


I said, “What did you sell it to him on? What the Stars Foretell for this week? Or just intuition?”


Waring shrugged. “The idea’s right,” he said shortly. “Anyhow, we shall soon have the facts. When are you getting the figures?”


“Over the next week. We should be able to get out a report in about ten days.”


“Fine.”


I said, “It will be if the figures say what we want.”


Waring laughed. “They’ll bloody well have to after what I told his nibs.”


“Holland thinks the laying’s too difficult.”


“Oh, to hell with Holland,” said Waring irritably. “If he had his way we should just be coming on to the rifled musket about now.”


“He’s got brains,” I said.


“Ganglia,” said Waring. “I wouldn’t put it higher than that.”


“What’s more, he knows his job.”


“Oh God!” said Waring. “How sick I am of these people who know their jobs!”


He got up and slapped me on the shoulder. “You’re losing your nerve, Sammy. You’re letting medal ribbons impress you. It’s a bad thing to do. Nobody gets medals for having brains. I’d back the stuff you and Till turn out; against an Omdurman medal any day.”


I didn’t say anything. I was pretty tired of being bracketed with Till anyhow.


Going out I passed Susan. She was crashing away on the typewriter, and she looked at me as though she’d never seen me before. I got back to the office and was thinking of going home when Pinker rang up.


Pinker said, “How about a drink?” I didn’t want a drink, and didn’t much want to talk to Pinker. But I knew Susan wouldn’t be home for hours, so I went. Till was still punching away at his calculator. When I left he was sitting back in an exhausted sort of way while the machine divided something by something else. The machine still seemed as keen as mustard but Tilly was looking a bit used up.


Pinker was in the pub looking as dapper as ever. He always looked as though he’d just had a hair-cut. I was never quite sure whether Pinker was one of my closest friends or just a bloke I knew, until we started to talk. Then it was all fixed for you in the first two minutes. He insisted on buying me a drink and said it was a long time since we’d met, so I thought this must be one of the times when we were blood brothers.


Pinker said, “Well how’s everything going with the back-room boys? Have we won the war yet?”


I said, “I don’t know. Nobody ever tells me anything.”


“Well, I think I’ve made a substantial contribution to-day,” said Pinker. “My spies report that Godsall is definitely going.”


“Godsall?” I said. “Who’s Godsall?”


“Godsall’s a menace,” said Pinker.


“Maybe, but whose staff’s he on?”


“I think he’s in the Secretariat,” said Pinker, a bit vaguely. “Anyhow he’s a menace. Whenever you come across a bit of dirty business or obstruction and start to poke about in it, Godsall comes popping out. He’s the universal nigger in the woodpile. Anyhow, he’s going now, thank God.”


“Did you fire him?” I said, knowing Pinker.


“Not alone I’m afraid. I fired at him all right, but the body was riddled with bullets. There was a Godsall Must Go Society. I was a founder member of that.”


Pinker drank some beer and said:


“Y’know I think we need a new Permanent Secretary. Higgins is a dear good soul, but there’s a war on. Maybe we could get him a nomination for an almshouse somewhere.”


“You’re having him kicked out?” I said sarcastically.


“Give me time,” said Pinker calmly. “He’s on the list. In fact now Godsall’s gone I’m not sure he isn’t at the top of it. Anyhow, action is being taken. I’m having a drink with the Minister’s Principal Private Secretary’s cousin tomorrow. I shall drop a little poison into his ears in the normal way, just to get things started.”


I took a drink of beer and said:


“I don’t see how the hell you’ve got the patience for this stuff.”


Pinker shrugged. “What else is there to do? What else can I do? If I work for six months, one of these bastards like Godsall can undo any good I’ve done in five minutes. So why not spend the six months getting rid of Godsall?” He shook his head reflectively. “I’ve done damn’ all in this war except to arrange to get fourteen incompetent nit-wits flung out of important jobs. Nothing much. Just a drink with a man here, and a D.O. note there, and a bit of a rumour now and again. That’s all. But it works. It works surprisingly well.”


“Gangster stuff,” I said.


“That’s it,” said Pinker. “Gangster stuff. Bumpings off and takings for a ride.”


He finished his beer and said, “D’you think Higgins goes in for women? We might hire him a suitable P.A.”


After the second drink we got on to our outfit.


Pinker said, “That boy Waring. He’s moving in very high society now.”


“Yes,” I said.


“Y’know I hope Mair isn’t getting ambitious,” said Pinker. “That was a good outfit of yours when it started.”


“What’s wrong with it now?”


“Oh nothing. D’you think Mair wants a knighthood?”


“I shouldn’t think so.”


“Well then, who wants what? Come on. It’s pretty obvious that somebody wants something. Who’s the ambitious boy? Waring?”


“I don’t quite understand,” I said, not liking it much.


Pinker made an impatient gesture, but he didn’t say any more.


I ordered another beer.


“Look,” I said. “Just what is your job? I’ve never really known.”


Pinker grinned. “I’m a harmless Assistant Secretary in Gower’s outfit,” he said. “But don’t let it worry you. Dion O’Banion kept a flower shop in Chicago.” He looked at me and said suddenly, “Why do you stick your job?”


“I like it.”


“Hm,” said Pinker. “You and Waring get on?”


“Oh yes. We were at school together.”


“Doesn’t follow,” said Pinker rather irritably. He looked away. His eyes were opaque and brown. When he wasn’t smiling they looked queer and angry. I had a feeling that I wasn’t saying the right thing.


I said, “You’re right about Rob Waring going up in the world. He’s got a new office and an arm-chair.” I thought he’d like that. Pinker’s eyes came back and he smiled.


“Arm-chair?” he said raising his eyebrows. “Nice work. Tell me about it. Hey—waiter!”


I went on wishing more and more that I hadn’t come. I was never sure whether talking to Pinker made me feel very grown up or very young, but it was one or the other and anyhow it wasn’t comfortable.


“And how are all your cloak and dagger developments?” said Pinker with a grin.


“Developing,” I said.


“Is the Reeves gun any good?”


I was a bit startled. There was no particular reason why Pinker should know there was such a thing as the Reeves gun.


“I don’t know anything about the Reeves gun,” I said.


“Oh, that’s been Waring’s job has it? I thought you might have been in on it.”


“Nobody knows anything about it yet,” I said.


“That’s what I thought,” said Pinker smoothly. “But you boys seem to be selling it pretty hard all the same.” He drank some beer. “You know Mair and Waring saw the Minister about it to-day?” he said casually.


“I suppose you were under the table?” I said.


“I was there in the spirit. That’s why I asked you who wanted what.”


Pinker knocked out his pipe. “Look,” he said. “You like old Mair, don’t you?”


“Yes. I’m very fond of him.”


“Quite. So am I. Grand Old Man and so forth. Well then why don’t you look after him?”


“How d’you mean?”


Pinker waved an impatient hand. “Christ, it’s obvious enough. Why do you let that pup Waring use him as a stalking horse? Mair may be a scientist, but anybody can sell him anything if they go about it the right way. Then he tools off and sells it in high places.” He stared at me hard with the hot brown eyes. “Have you ever thought where your outfit would be if there were a change of Minister?”


“Why?” I said trying to laugh it off. “Are you going to have the Minister chucked out?”


“He’ll arrange it himself sooner or later,” said Pinker. “Politicians are a pretty unreliable foundation to build on, you know. They come and they go. And when they go the people who depended on them tend to take a jolt.”


“But what the hell’s all this got to do with me?” I said, getting fed up. “I tell you I’m not interested in the politics of the job. I’m only interested in doing it. I do my work and give the stuff to Mair. What he does with it after that’s his business. I’m a scientist, not a bloody politician.”


Pinker finished up his beer and said, “Well, well. It’s nothing to do with me. But I don’t mind telling you that Mair’s getting a reputation for talking some pretty loose stuff. You know where he gets it and so do I. If you can’t do anything about it, there it is.”


He stood up. “I must go. Don’t let me hurry you. Bungho.” He jammed on his hat and coat and hustled out. Pinker was always hustling.


I sat back in my chair and looked round the place. It was after eight and I knew I ought to go home, but I didn’t want to turn out in the cold.


I thought, “I suppose Pinker’s gone off to make friends and influence people again.” I liked that and grinned to myself, but I wasn’t really very happy about the whole thing—particularly the bit about Mair getting a reputation for talking loose stuff. I hardly ever went to his big talks with people, but Waring did, and I knew he’d sell lead in a shipwreck.


There was a lot of conversation going on at the table behind me. Somehow it sounded queer so I looked round, and saw it was just one chap talking to himself. He looked quite all right—sane and so forth, and as he talked he leaned forward and knocked the ash of his cigarette like people do when they’re arguing. He was a big, dark man about fifty, rather well dressed, with a light grey trilby hat. I don’t think he was English.


He said, “But why go to Amersham? It only means more trouble.”


Then he said, “You don’t see the difficulty. If we hadn’t gone to Amersham, how were we to keep in touch with Fred?”


Somehow it seemed rude to sit there and listen—much ruder than it would have seemed if there had been two people talking, so I drank up my beer and came away. As I came out he sat back and laughed. I suppose the chap he wasn’t talking to had made a joke.


I got home about half-past eight. I knew I ought to get on and get the supper so that it would be ready when Susan got back. But I was darned tired and somehow I couldn’t muster the energy to go out to the kitchen, and start. While I was just sitting there Susan rang up and said:


“Look, I shall be home in about half an hour. I’m bringing some food so don’t do anything. Have you taken your dope?”


I said, “No. Not yet.”


“Well, take some and sit down quietly. I won’t be long.”


I went and got my dope and was going to take some, but the darned stuff never did any good so I put it back, and decided just to let the thing hurt and not do anything about it.


After a few minutes I knew it wouldn’t do, and I was sick of kidding myself about the whole thing, so I went and got the whisky and took a sizable drink. The trouble was that the dope didn’t do anything, or if it did it made me darned depressed. Whisky didn’t stop the thing from hurting either, but at least it left me not caring whether it hurt or not.


Susan came in. She was carrying some parcels. She said:


“Have you taken your stuff?”


I was going to say “Yes,” then I realised that she’d know anyhow.


I said, “I’ve taken some of Mr. Haig’s well-known remedy.” Susan looked as though she was going to say something, then she changed her mind and nodded.


I didn’t like this. I said, “A policy of understanding tolerance will now be adopted.”


Susan took off her coat and said, “Well, why shouldn’t you have a drink? Probably the best thing for you. You’re always tired after Graveley.”


“I seem to have heard that argument before,” I said.


Susan went off to get the supper. When she had gone I wandered out to the kitchen. She had put an overall on and was frying some sausages. She looked very sweet. The back of her neck always got me.


I said, “Problem. If I don’t have another drink I shall be filthy to you all the evening. If I do, I shall be slightly drunk but affectionate. You can have it which way you like.”


Susan said, “Darling, do stop sounding like the Turvey treatment Before Taking.”


“Well—that’s what it comes to.”


She turned round suddenly and stood very close to me, looking at me with those huge grey eyes. She said, “You know quite well you’re never filthy to me.”


I kissed her and said, “You’re a nice child, but sometimes you’re not very helpful.”


I went back and shoved the whisky away. I thought, “The thing to do is to talk hard until bed-time. As long as we talk about something that doesn’t matter, it will be all right.”




II


ON THE Wednesday, Corporal Taylor came back. He had been off on a very hush-hush job on fuses for the Old Man. Mair was always mad on fuses. I believe they were the only warlike thing that ever really interested him.


I went down to the basement to say hallo to Taylor. He was in his little den, with a watchmaker’s glass in his eye, peering and poking about at some minute bit of one of his trick gadgets. As usual, there were parts of about thirty other sorts of fuse scattered about the bench.


He took the glass out of his eye and jumped to attention as I came in. Taylor was always very polite.


I said, “What ho, Taylor. How did it go?”


Old Taylor did a queer formal little bow like a butler and said, “Very well, sir, thank you.”


“Does the detector detect?”


“Yes, sir. The detector is extremely sensitive. But it slightly lacks d-discrimination.”


“You mean it doesn’t know which is a target and which isn’t?”


“Yes, sir. Presented with a target it acts p-perfectly. But it is liable to be m-misled by rooks, trees, c-clouds and suchlike. Had we been using charges it would have been very d-dangerous.”


“Just goes off whenever it sees anything?”


“Not anything, sir,” said Taylor defensively. “But quite a number of things. Particularly rooks. It seems very sensitive to rooks.”


I said, “Well, it’s got the right idea. I don’t see how you’re ever going to train it to know a rook from a plane. But if it feels strongly about clouds, that’s a big snag.”


“I think it can be overcome, sir. I’ve suggested to the Professor that we should sh-shutter the detector so that the cell is only exposed by the r-rotation of the shell after the round has left the g-gun. That would dispose of the tree difficulty and of the r-rooks unless they were flying at a g-great height. The clouds we can overcome by simply r-reducing sensitivity.”


Taylor shot up to attention again suddenly. I looked round and saw that the Old Man had come in. I think he had just arrived from home, and he looked terrible. He was wearing old flannel trousers, a blue lounge-suit jacket, and a shirt with a frayed collar. He had gone back to his old pipe that was mended with copper-wire, and it smelt like a drain.


I said, “Good-morning, sir.”


“’Morning, Sammy. ’Morning, Taylor. How’s the rook rifle?”


“I think I can arrange the shutter, sir,” said Taylor, picking up the nose-cap he’d been messing about with.


“Hm,” said Mair. “D’you realise what strength of spring you’ll need to hold it in place when the shell’s spinning?” He grabbed a bit of paper. “Look,” he said, turning to me. “This is rather pretty. Worked it out last night.” He started to draw. Taylor put on his glasses and peered at the paper.


I was in a bit of a quandary. I wanted to tell the Old Man what we were doing about the Reeves, but I wasn’t sure whether this was the moment or not. If he once got stuck into it with Taylor, you couldn’t get near him.


I decided to chance it and said, “Just before you settle down, sir—the Reeves trial came off yesterday.”


Mair looked up. “Yes?” he said a bit vaguely.


“I wondered whether we could have a talk about it.”


“Of course. Of course. Whenever you like.” The Old Man’s head had gone down again.


I said, “When would you suggest?”


“Oh, any time,” said Mair. “Any time. Soon as you like. Have you talked to Waring about it?”


“Only for about five minutes,” I said, knowing what was coming, and not seeing what to do about it.


“Ah,” said Mair, picking up Taylor’s glass and putting it in his eye. “Well, you should talk to Waring about it. He’s very keen on it. Very keen. Talk to him about it, Sammy.”


I said, “I will. But I should like to talk to you about it as well.”


“By all means,” said the Old Man, looking up at me with one eye looking enormous behind the glass. “Of course, just whenever you like.” He bent over the bench and added vaguely, “Waring’s most enthusiastic about the whole thing. He’ll tell you about it.” He pushed his lovely silver hair back impatiently and settled down with a little grunt. I gave it up and came away.


When I got upstairs Joe was telephoning to his wife. He couldn’t have been in the office more than half an hour, but he always rang Madeleine up at least once in the morning and twice in the afternoon. Till was sitting in front of his calculator looking annoyed. Joe made him stop clicking while he telephoned and it always made Tilly furious.


Joe was saying, “No darling, I’ll get it. Of course I will. It’s hardly out of my way at all.” Apparently Madeleine then made quite a speech. Anyhow Joe just sat and looked adoring for a bit.


I said, “When you and Madeleine can bear to part, Joe, it’s Wednesday, and we ought to do the Keystone Komics.”


Joe said, “I’m afraid I’ll have to go now, honey. Yes…. Yes … oh yes … no … No, I won’t.. No. …”


Till looked at Joe in a sulky way and prodded his machine. It started to make a loud chattering row. Joe was furious. He said, “Oh, for Christ’s sake … No, darling. I was talking to somebody here. … I must go now. Good-bye … yes … good-bye. … I’ll ring you later. Good-bye …”


At last he hung up and said, “What the hell do you want to make that God-awful row for when I’m telephoning?”


Till just stared at him coldly through his glasses and didn’t say anything.


“Come on,” I said. “Keystone Komics. Let’s get going.”


They came and sat at my table and Joe produced the Keystone Komics file. The Komics were bright ideas which had been sent in to Mair. Joe and Tilly and I used to run through the week’s bag every Wednesday.


Some of them were sent in by departments who’d received them and wanted Mair’s view or wanted to be rid of them. But the others were from all over the place. The thing which always puzzled us was how these people got to know the address.


Joe opened the file and took out the first one.


“Poisoned barbed wire,” he said. “You scratch yourself on it and die in agony two hours later. Any bidders?”


“What’s the poison?” I said, “Curare?”


“Oh, he doesn’t go into that,” said Joe. “He says he isn’t a scientist himself. He just has ideas.”


“If I had ideas like that I’d see a doctor,” I said. “Out.”


Joe put the letter aside and picked up the next.


“Specification of the Barnes Retractable Bayonet. The bayonet is carried in a housing on the forepiece of the rifle. When the bayonet is required, a button is depressed and the bayonet is forced forward into the ‘Ready’ position by a strong spring, and locks itself rigidly. After use it can be pressed back into the housed position where it is retained by a catch.”


I said, “I like ‘after use.’ Nice phrase.”


Till said, “It’s not a bad idea though. Saves carrying the bayonet separately or having it sticking out all the time.”


“An experimental model, fitted to a sporting rifle, works perfectly,” Joe read. “The device costs very little. He’s sent a drawing of it.”


We looked at it. It was quite a workmanlike drawing.


“I think it’s a darned good idea,” said Till. He was always a perfect customer for the Komics.


“Hardly that,” I said. “If it works and doesn’t jam or break or mind being buried in mud or anything like that, it might have been a good idea before the war. That’s about the size of it.”


“Why?”


“Well, damn it, we can’t start re-equipping the whole army with joke bayonets. Anyhow, if the poor devil but knew it, what’s really wanted is a bayonet that will open a bully beef tin without cutting you. Send him a nice note though, Joe.”


“Sure,” said Joe, “and a free entry form for next week’s competition. A bàs the Barnes Bayonet.” He pulled out a big blueprint. “The next’s a radio thing which Williams has sent across. Leave that to the Old Man?”


“Yes. He wants to see all the radio. What is it?”


“Search me,” said Joe. “I’m not a radio man myself. I saw something about the Heaviside Layer and decided it was out of my class. Now this is much more my sort of thing.


“‘Dear Sirs, I have always been interested in birds …’” He stopped and laughed a lot. “Gan you beat it?”


“Funny joke,” I said. “What’s he invented?”


“It occurs to me,” read Joe, “that migrating birds are one of the few agencies which can enter enemy occupied territory without arousing suspicion.”


“Oh God!” I said. “Which does he want them to take? Little bombs round their necks or bacteria?”


Joe looked on down the page. “You’ve got it,” he said, looking up. “Or nearly. Plant diseases. Out, I take it?”


“Yes. Y’know it’s amazing what dirty ideas people get. That using animals one is a hardy annual, and it always gets me. There was the chap who trained dogs and wanted to teach them to take explosive booby traps across to the enemy.”


“Another radio,” said Joe, “and a fuse thing from Reynolds. That’s Old Man, I suppose?”


“Yes. I’d like to see the fuse thing first.”


“Two things on rations from doctors. Pass ’em on?”


“Yes. Nothing to do with us.”


“A bird named Schrenck who wants to sell a pig in a poke.”


“What sort of pig?”


“He doesn’t say. He just says that he has invented a weapon which will revolutionise war, and he’d like to give us the first chance because England is such a marvellous country.’’


“That’s an old gag. Write back and say we’re in the market for new weapons that revolutionise war all right, but we don’t usually write the cheque without being told a bit more. Anything else?”


“Yes,” said Joe. “A thing about power traverses for anti-tank and A.A. guns. Darned ingenious idea. It’s too long to read. Have a look at it for yourself.”


“Talked to any one about it?”


“Yes. Graves. He says they’ve been trying to do it for years and that it won’t work. But it seems worth having a look at. The bloke seems to know what he’s talking about.”


“What’s he after?”


“Harnessed recoil.”


“That’s an old friend.”


“Yes. But not done like this. You read it. Tilly says his maths are all right.”


“Adequate,” said Till. “Not very pretty. But he’s an engineer and engineers never do satisfying stuff with figures.”


I said, “Well, thank God he’s an engineer for a change. I’m fed up with cheese salesmen who throw off inventions in the kitchen in spare time. I think that one’s worth going into pretty carefully, Joe. Don’t just hand it over to Graves. He doesn’t know anything about anything. Go and see Waterlow and see what’s really happened about harnessed recoil. I’ve never seen why it shouldn’t work. It does in small arms.”


“Righto. And meanwhile just send the bloke an acknowledgment?”


“That’s the idea.”


The figures of the Reeves trials didn’t turn up for nearly a week. They weren’t very impressive at first glance—at least not to anybody who was used to trials figures. I turned them over to Till to get into shape, and he put his glasses up on his forehead, sharpened three pencils, chased Joe off the telephone and got going.


I didn’t want to touch them myself, because I was busy with the report for the progress meeting. Not that anybody would read it properly. No one ever did. But it kept things straight for me.


I was a bit shaken by the number of things we were messing about with. The Old Man would take on anything, whether we knew anything about it or had the staff to tackle it or not.


I said to Joe, “This colour filter thing. It’s been on the books for about six months and nothing ever happens to it.”


“There are four other outfits messing about with it anyhow,” said Joe.


“Who?”


“Passingham. The doctors. Rea. The Staines Lab. and I think the R.A.F. are doing something themselves.”


“Where did we get it?”


“God knows. The Old Man came back from a meeting full of it. The whole place was chucked on to it for about half a day, and then he got bored and it’s never been touched since.”


“Think we might write it off?”


Joe said, “I should think we might write off about two-thirds of the stuff you’ve got there.”


I said, “I think I’ll go through and do a grand scrap.”


Till said, “That’s a most extraordinary thing.”


“What is?”


“According to this,” said Till, peering at his figures. “The seventh round had a negative muzzle velocity.”
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