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    Winston Mawdsley Graham OBE was an English novelist, best known for the series of historical novels about the Poldarks. Graham was born in Manchester in 1908, but moved to Perranporth, Cornwall when he was seventeen. His first novel, The House with the Stained Glass Windows was published in 1933. His first ‘Poldark’ novel, Ross Poldark, was published in 1945, and was followed by eleven further titles, the last of which, Bella Poldark, came out in 2002. The novels were set in Cornwall, especially in and around Perranporth, where Graham spent much of his life, and were made into a BBC television series in the 1970s. It was so successful that vicars moved or cancelled church services rather than try to hold them when Poldark was showing.


    Aside from the Poldark series, Graham’s most successful work was Marnie, a thriller which was filmed by Alfred Hitchcock in 1964. Hitchcock had originally hoped that Grace Kelly would return to films to play the lead and she had agreed in principle, but the plan failed when the principality of Monaco realised that the heroine was a thief and sexually repressed. The leads were eventually taken by Tippi Hedren and Sean Connery. Five of Graham’s other books were filmed, including The Walking Stick, Night Without Stars and Take My Life. Graham wrote a history of the Spanish Armadas and an historical novel, The Grove of Eagles, based in that period. He was also an accomplished writer of suspense novels. His autobiography, Memoirs of a Private Man, was published by Macmillan in 2003. He had completed work on it just weeks before he died. Graham was a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, and in 1983 was honoured with the OBE.
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      Chapter One

    


    The night Lynn left me I got home quite late, but, it being July, there was still daylight left; and I remember as I came up the drive thinking that since we moved here I’d had no time at all to do any of the things I’d planned when we bought the place, such as rooting up all the laurels and putting in some decent flowering shrubs instead.


    The garage doors were open and I tapped my horn as I drove in. I knew I wouldn’t be popular, but I ran up the steps and pushed open the front door and walked in with my usual whistle. I hoped at least that she hadn’t waited for her own meal. It was semi-dark in the house and no lights. She didn’t answer and I thought she hadn’t heard, so I whistled again and went into the drawing-room, the room she’d had decorated according to her own design. There was no one there, but at the back now I could hear Kent barking a welcome.


    I wished Lynn hadn’t taken against Kent so much; he was a bull-terrier we’d more or less inherited from my sister when she went abroad. I went through into the kitchen switching on the lights and found the electric oven cold and no evidence of dinner. The picture then began to come in quite clearly that my wife was not here.


    With so much on hand I might have forgotten something, and as I went upstairs I tried to remember whether she’d said anything before I left. I went into our bedroom with its eggshell-blue wallpaper and off-white hangings, through to the spare room done rather less sumptuously and to the second and third spare rooms, not yet done at all, and back to our wildly extravagant bathroom with its crimson ceiling and blueberry walls. Then I went downstairs again and let Kent out, and he licked me madly all over. That of course was what Lynn didn’t like about him; he was a delayed adolescent and at five years of age still flung himself about in ecstasies of juvenile enthusiasm.


    It seemed likely she’d gone out somewhere and been delayed – perhaps she had phoned the works after I left and home before I got here. She hadn’t gone by car because the little MG was in the garage.


    The right thing now was to get my own meal and have enough ready for her if by any chance she needed something when she came in. I turned to in the kitchen, assisted by Kent who slid between my legs every time I walked across the place. In the end I fired him out and got on much better.


    Because I didn’t know if she’d be back I went to a lot more trouble than I might have done – not just a boiled egg on a napkin-cloth spread on a corner of the kitchen table. I even got up a bottle of wine from the cellar and did the thing in style. After supper I had a cigarette and switched on the television but it was pretty grim; then I looked at my watch and saw it was ten-thirty.


    I rang up her mother. It was a doubtful shot as they didn’t get on particularly well, but I had to start somewhere. Mrs Carson said in an aggrieved voice that she hadn’t seen or even had a call from Lynn for over five weeks. I tried Simon Heppelwhite next and found him at home.


    He said, lisping, slightly pontifical: ‘Lynn? No, Michael. Not since – well it must be only twice since the night at Quaglino’s. Is anything wrong?’


    ‘No, of course not. I was expecting her back and wondered if she might have taken root at your studio.’


    ‘I only wish she came more often, these days. But she seems to have matters of more importance on her mind.’


    ‘What sort of matters?’


    ‘I hadn’t paused to consider. I imagined it was looking after you.’


    Because I knew him so well I thought I noticed something in his voice and persisted. ‘Seriously, Simon. I can’t see your face, but if Lynn’s sitting there with you now …’


    ‘No, Michael; seriously, Lynn isn’t here and hasn’t been. I’d help you if I could.’


    After a minute or so I hung up, feeling rather a fool. I decided not to try anyone else or I should look still more of an idiot bleating because his ewe lamb was out of his sight. I waited till eleven and then thought of our daily woman, Mrs Lloyd, in the village. But now it was too late.


    It occurred to me that Lynn really had only a few close friends. There was a girl called Hazel Boylon who had worked at the same time for Simon Heppelwhite; they had kept up with each other when they both left; but I didn’t know her telephone number or even her address.


    The phone went. I was across the room very quickly and took up the receiver. ‘Hullo!’


    ‘Is that Mr Granville?’ A man’s voice.


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘Oh, Mike. This is Frank.’


    ‘Who?’


    ‘Frank Dawson of course.’


    From the factory. Fire, burglary, accident. ‘ What is it?’


    ‘Not in bed, are you?’


    ‘No, of course not.’


    ‘Sorry to be a bore. I was going to leave it till the morning but—’


    ‘What?’


    ‘I say I was going to leave it till the morning, but I wanted a private word about Read, and in the mornings he’s usually hanging around … Is Lynn with you?’


    ‘Lynn? No. Not at the moment.’


    ‘I want to have a serious chat with you about Read sometime. It looks to me that he hasn’t learned a thing from the mess up we had in February. If he’s going to go on shoving people round into different jobs all the time he’ll muck up delivery dates again. You remember yesterday afternoon—’


    ‘Look,’ I said; ‘I’m sorry, Frank, this’ll have to wait until morning.’


    There was an offended pause at the other end. ‘I’m sorry, if I’ve barged in on something—’


    ‘It’s not that, but—’ I tried to swallow back my impatience. ‘I have got something on just at the moment, and anyway it’s a bit late to begin on family politics isn’t it. How about facing it over a spot of lunch tomorrow?’


    ‘Sorry, I’m booked for lunch.’ I knew he wasn’t.


    ‘Then see me as soon as I’ve settled in. About ten. Remind me when I get in, will you?’


    I hung up sharply. If he was upset, what the hell. I thought I would make one more call. I rang Ray French.


    Ray answered it himself. I could hear a piano going in the background.


    ‘This is Mike Granville,’ I said. ‘ I suppose you haven’t seen anything of Lynn today, have you?’


    ‘Wait a jiffy.’ There was a pause. The piano stopped in mid-phrase. ‘Shades of Carl Philip Emmanuel. What did you say?’


    ‘I wondered if you’d seen Lynn today.’


    ‘I haven’t seen her. I rang her about six this evening but alas, no reply. What’s the matter, have you lost her?’


    ‘Temporarily. She’s probably out somewhere and forgotten the time. I thought I’d check just in case you were the culprit.’


    ‘No, old boy. What hour is it? Yes, it’s late for a little girl to be out. Sure your phone can receive calls?’


    ‘Yes, I’ve just had one. Never mind, I expect she’ll turn up any minute now. Thanks.’


    ‘You’re welcome. Oh, I say …’ as I was about to ring off.


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘Lynn did say when she telephoned me on Monday something about being away this weekend. I said I might drop in on Saturday with some brand-new records she’d ordered and she said she might be away then. But of course you’ll know about that.’


    I said, to give myself time to think: ‘Well, it’s only Thursday night yet, isn’t it?’


    ‘Of course. Anyway when she does turn up ask her to ring me in the morning, will you.’


    

      ‘I will. Goodbye.’
‘Goodbye.’


    


    When someone isn’t home when you expect them to be, when after a decent interval they still don’t turn up and send no message and have left no note, it’s natural to get a bit anxious. But there’s still a lack of decisive event. There’s no warning blip on a radar screen. There’s no exact moment before which it was silly to ring the police or the nearest hospital and after which it’s silly not to. Your ears are all the time waiting for the click of the door, the quick familiar footstep and the breathless glove-peeling apology.


    Especially so in Lynn’s case because she always had been a thought bohemian in her habits. Once when we were engaged she’d completely forgotten to meet me, and after waiting an hour I’d gone to her flat and found her curled in front of the fire, with her skirts above her knees, making toast. She was the sort of person who in spite of being very much on the mark in most ways usually missed trains or got there to catch the one that ran on Saturdays only.


    So I didn’t do anything more to find her all night. I got undressed and sat in bed smoking. There was a phone extension by the bed.


    I don’t know what time I went to sleep but I woke up in the dark and couldn’t think what was the matter. Then I remembered and sat up and switched on the light, but the other bed was still empty. It was twenty past three and I kept the light on because by then I was wide awake and really worried.


    I couldn’t make out why Lynn had told Ray French she might be away this weekend; so far as I knew we’d planned nothing.


    For some reason I began to think of that evening in February when Ray had first called on us here. It was the week I had had the row with Harwell over delay in completing contracts, and I remember driving up to the house in a fairly preoccupied frame of mind. As my tyres made a slithery sound on the gravel Lynn came out to meet me. She was wearing a new green frock with a close-fitting skirt that made you think of the silky sheaths of tulips.


    ‘Darling, has Ray left his car in a silly place? It’s not worth moving it now because he’s going in a minute.’


    She kissed me and her brown eyes went over me in the observing way they had. Ray had just got up from the piano and was picking up his cheroot from the ashtray. He was thirty-five, well turned out, with a sleek handsome face that always looked to me a trifle unused, unlived-in – it was sophisticated, but un-modern in shape and bone structure; at odds with itself, and conscious of the paradox.


    ‘Hello, Mike. I’ve come to see your mansion at last. It’s very grand but I miss the liveried footmen.’


    I’d said: ‘All we can offer you is a liverish char and she goes home at two-thirty. Lynn, have we enough dinner for three?’


    ‘There are a few cinders in the oven, but he says he won’t stay. Self-preservation, no doubt.’


    ‘Not won’t, can’t.’ He ran a hand carefully over his smooth fair hair. ‘ I’m sorry, darling, and I’m sure your meal will be bliss. But ask me another time, please. How’s the new factory?’


    ‘Very new.’ I took the drink Lynn offered me, and smiled at her.


    ‘And hush-hush?’


    ‘Less so than the old to look at. This is all concrete floors and metal windows and strip lighting. I rather miss the cobwebby stairs.’


    ‘How many people have you got there now?’


    ‘About eighty at present. There’s room for a hundred and fifty if we could find them.’ And employ them? I suddenly thought.


    He whistled on three notes. ‘Big business. And can’t you find them?’


    ‘Not yet. Letherton’s a way out. Also there’s a general shortage. Electricians don’t grow in a day.’


    ‘D’you go down and ravish them with your presence, Lynn?’


    ‘I used to while it was being built, but not much now.’


    I glanced at her quickly, and then spoke to Ray. ‘This year it’s been taking too much of my time. But I’ve no intention of letting it get permanently in the way of a happy married life.’


    Ray looked at Lynn and laughed his infectious over-spilling laugh. ‘No, I wouldn’t either, if I were you.’


    When he’d gone there wasn’t much conversation for a bit. Then I said: ‘I wish you could get more company of his sort. It’s what you need here.’


    Her hair looked like pale floss silk as she put the gramophone records away. ‘He won’t come often. It’s too far out.’


    I said: ‘I wonder why he hasn’t made the grade as a pianist. He seems first rate to me. It must be galling to have to take a job with a music publisher when you know you’re that good.’


    ‘He was five years in the war,’ she said. ‘That didn’t help.’


    ‘To me he always looks less like a musician than any musician decently should.’


    ‘That’s your old-fashioned notions, Mike.’


    I said: ‘In one way I envy him. He’s artistic, in the centre of things, able to gossip about matters that interest you … By the way, it’s still true what I said tonight.’


    ‘What’s true?’


    ‘That I’m not going to let things run on as they are.


    But you’ve got to be patient for a bit longer, darling, perhaps longer than I thought a month or so ago. Don’t imagine I love work all that much. I like enjoying myself. And I like enjoying myself with you. It’s only a question of time.’


    That evening was the nearest I got to telling her about this particular crisis with Harwell that had arisen in our affairs. I thought to save her worry, but after that I found each day’s silence led to the next. Technically she was a partner in the firm with a small holding of stock from which she got enough to keep herself handsomely in spending money. It had seemed a better idea when we were married than giving her a dress allowance. Later she had seemed to lose interest and to take our prosperity for granted.


    I must have dozed off unexpectedly because I woke to hear someone knocking. The light was still on but it was daylight. My watch said twenty to seven and the other bed was still empty.


    I got out quickly, shuffling my feet into slippers and dragging on a dressing-gown. The knocking was from the back door and I went to the landing window which looked out over the back. I don’t know why I should have expected Lynn, if she turned up at that hour, to go round to the back, but one’s waking expectations aren’t always in the right groove. There was an umbrella there and when the window opened the umbrella moved and it was Mrs Lloyd.


    ‘Good morning, Mr Granville. Overslept a little bit?’


    ‘No, surely, you’re early.’


    ‘It’s twenty-five to eight.’


    I looked at my watch and then looked at it again. It had stopped. ‘Wait a minute, I’ll let you in.’


    I went down into the silent hall and was about to slop through into the kitchen when I saw the post had come. There were a couple of bills and a letter. The letter was from Lynn.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    I RIPPED open the envelope and stared at what she had written.


    

      My dear Mike,


      I expect I should put this on my dressing-table or on the
mantelpiece downstairs, but somehow I shy away from the
hackneyed move even when I am doing the hackneyed thing.
I realise that by posting this in the box at the corner instead
of leaving it I may give you a slightly disturbed night – that’s
if you happen to notice I’m not there when you get home.


      Perhaps that’s the last bitchy thing I’ll need to say in this
letter. I hope so. But Mike, I’m leaving you. Does that surprise
you? And will you really mind?


      Mike, I’m the wrong sort of wife for you. You must have
realised it. At least you’ve made it very clear. Oh, there have
been times, I know, but they don’t happen any more for either
of us, so it’s not a lot of good going on pretending. I won’t
be around any longer to trouble your conscience or to cramp
your style.


      I’m taking a flat in London for a few weeks while things
straighten themselves out. I’m not leaving the address because
I think you might try to see me, and I believe it would be
better if we didn’t meet again. If you really want to say anything
in answer to this, write to the bank and they will forward it.


      I’ve taken a few clothes, but if I want more I’ll send for them.


      With regret and – still some affection.


      

        

          Lynn.

        


      


    


    Someone was knocking. I folded the letter and put it back in its envelope. ‘ Michael Granville Esq.,’ she had written, ‘Greencroft, Hockbridge, Beds.’ I shoved the envelope into the pocket of my dressing-gown and went to let Mrs Lloyd in.


    ‘Good morning, Mr Granville. Nasty morning, isn’t it.’ She folded her umbrella and propped it by the door and insinuated herself past me. ‘You never can trust those bright evenings. But the weather forecast was wrong – all wrong.’


    I said: ‘My – watch stopped. I forgot – to wind it.’


    She glanced inquisitively at me through her thick spectacles and then at the mess I’d left in the kitchen from making the evening meal. ‘I expect it’s keeping these late hours. I always go to bed as soon as telly finishes. Otherwise I shouldn’t be up to see Mr Lloyd off. I’ll make you a cup of tea right away.’


    Mrs Lloyd was always a shade too sweet for me. I said bluntly: ‘Mrs Granville’s not here.’


    ‘No, Mr Granville, so she told me. You’ll be quite the bachelor for a few days, I suppose.’


    I looked at her but her glasses had glinted away. ‘You knew?’


    ‘Mrs Granville told me just before I left yesterday. She walked down to the corner with me to post two letters. I said I’d post them, but she said she wanted to do it herself. I expect we shall manage, shan’t we?’


    ‘Yes,’ I said, wondering whom the second letter was to. ‘I expect we shall manage.’


    ‘I’ll get everything for your supper so you’ll just have to switch on. I’ll lay it for you ready and then you can leave everything for me to clear tomorrow. I hope her mother will be better soon.’


    ‘Yes,’ I said. So Lynn had covered up. Mrs Lloyd with her intense nose for scandal hadn’t smelt this one out yet. She soon would. Presently I found I’d gone upstairs and was shaving. I cut myself on the chin, and couldn’t find my own toothpaste and had to use Lynn’s.


    I wondered then, and tried to think it out, where the first crack had really shown, where the first wrong move was made. Had I made a bloomer in ever building a new factory with a government priority and encouragement in a satellite town, and uprooting Lynn from our tiny flat in London and expecting her to take new roots in the country? Should I have stayed where I was, cramped and rat-ridden in EC? But could overwork and neglect ever really break a marriage that hadn’t got dry rot already in its foundations? Perhaps the smart boys were right and the seeds of this sort of crack-up were sown twenty or thirty years ago among the frustrations and fixations of childhood.


    I went to the works as usual. Sometimes when you’ve had a partial knock-out something goes on functioning even when the higher levels are closed.


    I remember getting into the car and carefully noting that the petrol was low. And I remember as I turned in the drive I thought, I wonder if those laurels will get rooted out after all. I stopped at the garage at the corner and got ten gallons and then was going to drive off without paying. The man there grinned and said: ‘Shall I book it, Mr Granville? Any time … Your credit’s good, you know.’


    My credit was good. Different from ten years ago when I’d started with a capital of £100. It had all come so quickly, perhaps too quickly. And perhaps my credit wasn’t as good as it had been twelve months ago in places where it mattered. Maybe success had to be slow to be solid and enduring; even success in marriage and in love.


    It was a twenty-five-minute drive to Letherton. The firm of Granville and Company was still very much a one-man affair, and in my brighter moments I sometimes speculated how long it would go on if I took ill or was knocked down by a taxi.


    There was really nobody at all able or willing to take authority even for a short time, and this had been the chief cause of the mess up in February, when the details of the move into the new factory had completely swamped me, and the production had had to be left to Read and Dawson, who for some inexplicable reason hated each other’s guts and got in each other’s way at every opportunity. Harwell had reacted violently — unreasonably to my view – to two late deliveries; and no doubt I’d been tactless too. Anyway it had finished our association, and the outcome had been that the factory’s production was truncated and being forced into commercial channels that I wasn’t interested in.


    As usual this morning there was a pile of letters on my desk and I’d dictated a couple of replies when Frank Dawson came in. I’d forgotten about his telephone call last night and I didn’t feel very much more patient now than I’d done then. I half expected him to pitch straight in about being cut off so sharply, but instead he said: ‘I brought you this, Mike. It should rejoice your soul. Exhibit D; the fourth in two weeks.’


    It was a bit of work done by a new hand and ruined by having had a 5/16 screw used in place of a quarter inch. Bill Read, the works manager, was trying to improve production by switching some of the workers about, and this, Frank maintained, was the outcome. I pacified him as best I could, half concerned and half no longer caring; and presently, getting precious little response from me, he dried up and stood pushing back his black hair and staring out at my car waiting patiently at the front door in the rain.


    I said: ‘Anything else, Frank?’


    ‘Yes. When you’ve time. I’ve made a final selection from the IDA drawings, but I want your approval before I go ahead. There are one or two I’m not sure about.’


    I sighed. Like most of my other attempts to shift decisions on to other people, this one didn’t look as if it was going to be a great success. ‘Where are the plans? All right I’ll come and look in a few minutes. I must do a bit of phoning first. Is Mrs Curtis in the laboratory?’


    ‘Yes. Do you want to see her?’


    ‘No … I’ll see her when I come out to you.’


    He hesitated at the door, thin-featured, bright-eyed, moody. ‘There’s one other thing. I’ve a basket of strawberries for Lynn. Home grown. They’re particularly good this year.’


    ‘Oh, thanks,’ I said awkwardly. ‘I – you have them with you?’


    ‘Yes. I’ll shove them in the back of your car.’


    ‘Thank you, Frank. That’s very nice of you. You must – look in and see us sometime.’


    ‘You’re a bit distant now. Twelve miles is twelve times as far as it was in the old days.’


    When he’d gone I sat for a minute. I lit a cigarette. Then I put it out, angry that my fingers fumbled the job. I pressed the switch of the intercom thing and told them to get me the manager of the Pall Mall branch of the National Provincial Bank. While I was waiting I fiddled with the piece of damaged equipment.


    ‘The manager is on the line now, Mr Granville.’


    I said: ‘Good morning. My name is Granville. My wife, Mrs Lindsey Granville, still banks with you, I think. Until early this year we lived at 5, Grosvenor Lane, off Clarges Street.’


    ‘Oh … Yes, of course. Mrs Granville called in to see me this week.’


    ‘Yes, well … She’s staying in London at the moment in a flat lent her by a friend, and I don’t happen to have the address by me. I wonder if you could tell me what it is.’


    There was a pause at the other end, and then a dick. ‘Hullo,’ I said.


    ‘Er – where are you speaking from, Mr Granville?’


    ‘My works in Letherton.’


    ‘Yes, I see. Er—’


    ‘You have her address?’


    ‘Yes, we have it. She gave it us this week when she called in. We were to forward any correspondence.’


    I said: ‘Would you care to ring me back? That would establish who I am.’


    ‘Of course. Yes … Actually this puts us in rather a difficult position because Mrs Granville left us with instructions not to give her address to anyone asking for it. Naturally—’


    ‘I do happen to be her husband.’


    ‘Exactly. Nevertheless in the face of these explicit instructions … I wonder if you would allow us to write to Mrs Granville and get her formal permission?’


    Someone tapped and half entered but I waved them angrily out.


    ‘Can’t you ring her?’


    ‘Unfortunately she didn’t leave a number.’


    I thought quickly, wanting to slap down the receiver but knowing I wouldn’t.


    ‘When would you hear?’


    ‘Let me see, today’s Friday. Posted this morning we might get our answer tomorrow. But Monday would be safer. If you’d care to ring us again then … or we’ll ring you.’


    ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Perhaps you’ll ring me.’


    When I put down the phone Bill Read the works manager came in and we talked for a time on routine business; but I think I gave him even less attention than I’d given Dawson. What made me feel most sore and angry was that as early as last Monday Lynn had hinted to Ray French that she was going away; she had called, to see the bank manager and arranged things with him; she had warned Mrs Lloyd; only I had been kept in the dark. I was the enemy, the one she made plans to defeat.


    I went with Read into the factory to inspect some monitors we were making for a South African diamond syndicate for fixing at the gates of the mine so that if anyone went through carrying a diamond – even if it was inside him – an alarm bell rang. While we messed about, and in spite of Lynn, things registered; chiefly that the shortage of inspectors was the biggest bottleneck. Completed parts were piling up for lack of people with the technical knowledge to check them.


    Suddenly Read said: ‘ What about this girl who’s made a pig’s ear of the delay lines?’ When I stared at him he said: ‘Dawson complained, didn’t he?’


    ‘My dear Read,’ I said, ‘ Frank’s been with me from the start and he has a privileged position. He’s head of the laboratory and pretty smart there but he doesn’t understand a thing about factory organisation. On the assumption that you do I employ you to make what arrangements you think fit. Well, make them. I can’t be a universal Aunt Nellie for the whole bloody workshop.’


    The saving grace of Read was that you could talk to him like that. He grinned his fox-terrier grin. ‘Anyway, don’t you want to know what I’ve done about it?’


    ‘Not particularly.’


    ‘Thanks … In fact I’ve taken steps. I don’t think it’ll happen again.’


    I went down the passage to the laboratory. Only Frank Dawson was there, and Stella Curtis. Because there was a row outside they didn’t hear me come in and I stared across at her for a bit. If my marriage had smashed up for the reasons Lynn implied and not because she was just fed up with me, then the job this girl was working on was as responsible as any other single thing for the break.


    Or perhaps the cynics would have said it was because of Stella Curtis herself.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    I’D ENGAGED her in March as Frank Dawson’s assistant in the laboratory. She’d come in answer to a rather hopeful advertisement I put out after his last assistant had plugged in an experimental job on the wrong voltage and blown about eighty pounds worth of valves. She was, I suppose, about twenty-six, had got a good degree and had worked for a couple of years at the Nuffield Research Laboratories at Oxford. That was four years ago and apparently she’d left there to get married. She didn’t explain why she wanted a job now.


    She was an attractive, pale girl with dark curly hair, and those noticeable blue eyes which some dark girls have, in which even the whites seem slightly blue. What interested me was that she seemed to know quite a lot about the theoretical side of our work, and had even earned Frank’s respect. Read said mischievously it was because Dawson had fallen for her legs; I knew it was because he recognised somebody with a more inventive brain than his own.


    All the same, although I knew she was a find, I didn’t have a lot to do with her personally for the first seven or eight weeks, and it wasn’t until the thing with Thurston suddenly flared up that I decided that she was just the person to help me.


    Thurston was a queer chap, half scientist, half civil servant, who divided his time between Harwell and St Giles’s Court. After meeting on various back-room jobs during the war, we’d kept in touch because of a common interest in airborne prospecting. With his help I’d built an entirely new and simplified type of scintillometer and had tried it out in an old Land Rover with very promising results.


    After my bust-up with Harwell in February he had remained my only contact; and one day in May he’d telephoned to say was I willing to take on a rush job of making an airborne scintillometer for an urgent government requirement – if so this was my big chance, not only to see my own particular scientific baby produced with unlimited backing, but to put the firm of Granville & Co. back where everyone wanted it to be.


    I didn’t take long to think that over, so he came and explained exactly what was in the wind, and I had Stella Curtis in to meet him. The upshot was that when I went to Harwell I took her with me.


    Harwell is forty miles from Letherton and we had to be there by ten, so she got a train from Letherton where she was living and I picked her up at Hockbridge station.


    When we got there I found it was a rather more imposing conference than I’d even been to before. Dr Bennett, who was in charge, I knew slightly and liked. Steel also was there – the geophysicist whom I’d had words with at our last meeting – but he greeted me today in a bluff friendly manner as if it was all forgotten, and I was rather relieved. In addition to these two there was a Wing Commander Parkinson from Farnborough, a man called Porter, from the Foreign Office, three or four minor people, and of course ourselves and Thurston.


    Bennett began by explaining that certain territory situated between the Sudan and Uganda was due to be handed over to the Sudan; and although a date was not fixed by treaty for the actual transfer, it was expected to be about six months after formal Sudanese independence was granted – that was to say, six months from the coming August.


    Not surprisingly, this territory, had never been fully prospected – it was in any case a very large tract to cover by normal means – and recently there had been reports of uranium mineralisation. It was the opinion of the Government that we couldn’t afford to let radioactive sources still technically in our hands drift without safeguard into the possession of a country which, under the influence of Egypt, might lease them irresponsibly; but before diplomacy could move it had to make sure of its facts. That could only be done quickly enough by aerial survey.


    He went on: ‘In the United States a lot of big and ingenious equipment has been used for prospecting ground from the air, normally mounted in a Dakota; but even if that much elaboration were desirable it isn’t really practicable in the present case where we want to be as unobtrusive as possible and to use the smallest plane that will serve. As it happens, over the last year or so, Mr Granville, with Mr Thurston’s co-operation, has been developing a new piece of equipment that he claims and we hope may be the answer.’


    I didn’t know I’d claimed anything yet, but Thurston said quickly: ‘This is really Granville’s baby; I’ve simply provided the basic circuits; but what we’ve aimed at is a much lighter and at the same time more precise instrument which is suitable for use by non-technical people and which will need little or no servicing over long periods. I’ve no doubt from what I’ve seen of it so far that when it gets through a few teething troubles it will supersede much of the bigger stuff.’


    They looked at me and I said: ‘ The design is reasonably orthodox; its chief newness is its simplicity. And of course we’re using a very much larger crystal than has ever been used before. But up to now we’ve only been able to test it by car. If this—’


    ‘My department is very anxious to get quick results,’ Porter said. ‘It’s a matter of the highest diplomatic urgency. We’d like to see the plane in operation by early September.’


    Dr Bennett said: ‘What plane?’ and looked at Wing Commander Parkinson.


    Parkinson gave his moustache a couple of quick wipes and said: ‘The stuff the US use in their Dakotas weighs three or four hundredweight. The Canadians have boiled it down a bit and use an Anson. But obviously our choice of plane depends on what it has to carry.’


    They looked at me again. I said: ‘Our equipment in the Land Rover weighs about a hundred pounds.’


    ‘Yes, well, that’s getting somewhere,’ agreed Parkinson. ‘ The chief headache from our point of view is that none of these featherweight planes has much of a range, and in the special circumstances of this case it obviously won’t be desirable to be always popping back to base to refuel. So that means extra petrol tanks and a careful watch on every pound we carry. There are disadvantages to the helicopter, so personally I’d suggest an Auster A.O.P.9. The engine develops more soup than the earlier marks, and at the same time it’s smaller and easier to handle than a Prentice.’


    Steel said: ‘What sort of terrain is this that has to be covered? Desert?’


    ‘Marsh and savannah and low scrub,’ said Bennett.


    ‘Flat?’


    ‘There are some foothills in the west.’


    ‘Are you proposing to try to differentiate between uranium and thorium ores?’


    ‘It’s a point which has to be considered.’


    The meeting went into technicalities. When it broke up I walked back with Thurston and Mrs Curtis to another office and we went through the alterations which would be necessary in the experimental design. The pilot model would be a tremendous help, but with the modifications which would have to be incorporated I could see plenty of rocks ahead. One could almost just as well start again from scratch.
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