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Аннотация
John and Julia Cartwright are deeply disturbed when they notice a drastic change in their daughter Maureen. She has become strangely lethargic and suffers from unexplained nausea. A sinister possibility occurs to John when he discovers evidence of contamination from a tin of baked beans.
Adding fuel to the fire, photographic paper he has stored at home has clearly been damaged by something.
A chilling possibility emerges… radioactive contamination.
The same occurrences are soon reported in homes, schools and organisations across the country.
A glass of water— a cigarette— a stash of pills…
Everything has the potential to be lethal.
But nobody is able to answer the key questions: how, and since when?
Where has it come from?
Someone, somewhere, has failed and the consequences are horrific. A disaster is unfolding and the Atomic Development Commission set out to investigate.
The task is complex but one fact remains throughout all lines of enquiry: no one is immune to the force of contamination…

Chain Reaction is a gripping science fiction thriller, in which the very-real threat of radioactive devastation is brought to terrifying reality.

First published in 1959 by Hodder & Stoughton, Ltd.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This novel is by no means the work of one person. For this reason, I would have liked to have paid personal tribute to those specialists who were so generous with their time and their brains. Unfortunately, some of these kind people must remain anonymous at their own request because of their positions in Government concerns and official bodies.
I am fortunate, however, in being allowed to mention the following, who contributed so much to this novel and whose appointments do not prevent them from being mentioned by name:
Victor Crosse — Crosse and Blackwell Limited.
Anthony Dawson.
Miss E. E. Herron — Hodder and Stoughton Limited.
Colin Mann — H. J. Heinz Company Limited.
W. H. Stevenston — Kodak Limited.
To all, I would like to express my warmest thanks.
This book is a work of fiction, and all the characters are entirely imaginary and do not bear relation to any living person; in particular, the Atomic Development Commission is a fictitious body invented for the purposes of the story. The accident described occurs to a reactor of a completely different type from any that has been involved in any sort of mishap, and there has been no accident in the course of the development of atomic energy that approaches in magnitude the one described here. Indeed, we are fortunate that the control of nuclear energy is vested in the Atomic Energy Authority, who are well aware of their responsibilities to the public and are leading the field in their precautions against radiation hazards.
This novel is not written for the technically minded; it is a story of people rather than things, but, for those interested, a highly simplified glossary of some of the technical terms, together with a diagram showing the chain reaction itself, is to be found at the end of the book.
CHRISTOPHER HODDER-WILLIAMS
February 1959

I. THE NUCLEUS


CHAPTER ONE

The sun poured down with surprising warmth upon the roof of the Rolls that picked its way fluidly between jagged lines of less mobile traffic. A pennant fluttered authoritatively from its little mast on the radiator cap. Skilfully manoeuvred by a uniformed driver, the big car seemed to have an inevitable forward impetus as it nosed its way with unquestioned precedence in and out of more humble autos.
In the back Sir Robert Hargreaves was staring thoughtfully out of the car window without seeing anything in particular. But in Westminster Square he consulted his watch and checked it, as he always did, with the severe face of Big Ben, which frowned on the scene below and sternly reminded the minions of Whitehall that it was seven minutes past nine.
Two minutes later the car drew up at the entrance of Filbury House, and Drake, the commissionaire, had his hand on the door-handle before the shining metal of the bodywork had stopped slipping past the kerb.
Hargreaves omitted the usual greeting and climbed out with the agility of a fit man. ‘Is Mr Simmel here yet?’ he enquired.
Sergeant Drake saluted. ‘Yes, sir. He’s waiting in the hall.’
Hargreaves said ‘Good’ and walked briskly up the steps and through the foyer, where his footsteps clacked evenly on the stone floor. Dick Simmel, the Personal Assistant, was waiting by the lift.
‘I got your message, sir,’ he said, holding back the gates. They both stepped in, and Simmel pressed the button for the top floor. ‘I don’t want this talked about outside,’ said Hargreaves. ‘Will you make that clear to all concerned? The Home Office will put out an agreed press release in due course.’
Simmel nodded as the lift stopped, and he followed Hargreaves, Director of the Department, through the glass swing-doors. Kate was already at her desk. She looked up, a little startled. Hargreaves seldom got in before 9.30. And Dick seemed unusually preoccupied. Most days he hailed her with some frivolous comment, but this morning he walked straight through to the inner sanctum upon the heels of the Director with only a quick ‘ ‘Morning, Kate’ for a greeting.
Hargreaves did not sit down at his desk, but walked across to the big window overlooking Whitehall and lit a cigarette, snapping his lighter decisively. He said: I’ll have to call a meeting as soon as possible, of course.’
‘Yes, sir. Shall I lay-on the Conference Room?’
‘No. We’ll meet in here. Have the necessary equipment sent down.’
Dick wrote something on a kind of script-board, consisting of a piece of plywood cut to foolscap size. There was a large crocodile-clip at the top for keeping the papers in place. Without looking up, he said: ‘When, and how many people?’
‘Tomorrow morning. I’ll work out the numbers with you later.’
‘Isn’t tomorrow a bit soon?’
‘Why?’
Simmel selected a file from the in-tray and consulted it, though he knew its contents well enough. ‘Gatt is still on the Continent. Seff is in Scotland.’
‘I know. Get them back on the first available aircraft. Charter them if necessary.’
Simmel looked up a bit doubtfully. ‘I don’t think Gatt will like that very much. Flying usually makes him sick.’ He didn’t say ‘Mr Gatt’. It was customary in the Department to leave out the prefix; it saved time.
‘I know. But I’m afraid he’ll have to put up with it on this occasion; I’m sure he will understand. What about Gresham?’
‘He’s back from Harwell, fortunately. No problem there.’
‘Well, you’d better get him over here as quickly as possible. No; get him on the line: I’ll speak to him myself.’
Simmel dialled Frank Gresham’s number on the direct line. ‘Mr Gresham? P.A. to Sir Robert Hargreaves here, sir.’
‘Oh, good morning, Dick.’ A warm, friendly voice. But a voice that seldom responded to urgency. ‘If it’s about those theatre tickets—’
Simmel cut him short. ‘No, sir. Sir Robert wants a word with you.’
‘Ah! Must be about the new plant.’
The P.A. decided to avoid the threatened guessing game. ‘He’s on the line, sir,’ he said to the Director.
Hargreaves took the receiver from him. ‘Frank, can you get over here at once?’
Simmel could hear the relaxed, easy voice of the Deputy quite clearly across the room.
‘Is it urgent, old boy? I’m supposed to be playing golf with Manson.’
The Director strove to keep his patience. ‘It most definitely is urgent.’
‘I see.’ A pause. ‘What the devil do I say to Manson?’
‘That’s easy. You can tell him to come too. And don’t arrange any golf for a few days, Frank; you’ll only have to cancel it.’
‘Oh, as bad as that, eh? Pity! There are distinct signs of an improvement in my swing.’
‘Well, there are distinct signs of a very unpleasant crisis here that is going to exclude golf from the schedule for a while, I’m afraid.’
‘Robert, come off it! It can’t be as bad as all that. What’s the matter?’
‘I can’t discuss it on the phone. How soon can you get here?’
‘I’ll get there within the hour.’
‘Good. Will you tell Manson, then?’
‘If I can catch him before he leaves for the club.’
Hargreaves handed the instrument back to Simmel. ‘Arrange,’ he said.
Simmel said: ‘This is the P.A., sir. If he’s left home, don’t bother to trace him. I’ll keep phoning Sunningdale until he gets there. Otherwise I take it you’ll inform him?’
‘All very efficient. Very well, we’ll do it your way. You chaps don’t half get excited, though.’
‘I’m afraid we’ve got plenty to be excited about,’ said Simmel, and hung up.
‘Talkative blighter!’ exclaimed Hargreaves.
This required no comment. Frank Gresham was Sir Robert’s closest friend. Part of Simmel’s job was to know that such comments were not made for him to share. Dick had only attempted a reply on one ill-timed occasion; and that had been a mistake.
‘Gatt will be phoning at eleven,’ said Dick. ‘I don’t suppose we’ll be able to contact him before then.’
‘That’ll do. But if he doesn’t come through, don’t leave it too late. He must be here tomorrow.’
‘Yes, sir. I’ll go and arrange the other things now.’
‘Don’t so much as even think of moving from your office without telling me first, will you?’
‘No, sir.’
‘The same applies to Miss Garnet. You will both have your lunch sent up.’
Dick paused by the door. ‘Do you want me in your office when Gresham gets here?’ he asked.
‘I’ll buzz if I want you.’
Simmel withdrew.
‘Anything I can do?’ asked Kate.
‘Yes. The Old Man is having a special conference, starting tomorrow. In his own room.’
‘Golly! Must be a special occasion.’
‘It is. Be a good girl and get all the paraphernalia sent down and ready by nine o’clock tomorrow morning.’
‘How many customers?’
‘I don’t know yet. Better say a dozen for the moment. Oh, and he says we’re not to leave the building without asking him. You’re invited to lunch in my office — Her Majesty’s Government paying.’
‘What time?’
‘Order something for one o’clock; and with luck we’ll eat it at three, when it’s cold and disgusting. Incidentally, Gresham and Manson are due here soon. Whip them straight in to the Director.’
Kate passed a hand through her springy red hair. It was cut very short, lending her a crisply attractive appearance. ‘I gather there’s quite a panic on,’ she said mildly. She caught his look. ‘All right, I won’t ask questions.’
‘See you for lunch,’ said Dick.
She grinned and looked like a tomboy.
Simmel had scarcely reached his office when the buzzer of the intercom sounded. He snapped down the switch.
‘I shall want a report on that photographer fellow,’ said the Director. His voice, rendered metallic and distorted by the instrument, had a mechanical quality that was stripped of any human characteristic. ‘What’s his name again?’
‘Cartwright,’ said Dick. ‘Do you want him on call?’
‘No; I think we can spare him that. I’d like those prints though, as soon as you can get them up here.’
‘They’re downstairs in the lab.’
‘Well, you’d better let Manson see them first; we must put him in the picture as quickly as possible. As it is, it’s unfortunate that we had to use his laboratory without his foreknowledge. However, I’m sure he will forgive us in the circumstances.’ Dick thought differently but didn’t say so. ‘You’d better have that letter from Kodak duplicated and attached to your report. Any questions?’
Dick asked when Heatherfield would get in from Nairobi.
‘Get in touch with the Colonial Office and find out. You’d better make sure that arrangements have been made to meet him. And get him a decent hotel while you’re at it. And Dick…’ — a more personal note.
‘Yes, sir?’
‘I’m going to have plenty on my hands for a while. So make as many of your own decisions as you can. If in doubt, act first and tell me afterwards. You’ve been around long enough to know what’s what.’ The click of the switch being cut.
Simmel rolled a clean sheet of quarto into the typewriter, paused to light a cigarette, and typed the heading: For Conference Circulation, April 1959.

CHAPTER TWO

The air was still for March, and the be-gowned cyclists of Oxford made cheerful sounds with bicycle bells. The sun, brighter than it was warm, beat down hopefully upon the academic scene, as if by its brilliance it could make up for its lack of heat. Great Tom caught its glint and proclaimed his pleasure by striking the hour of ten. The echo of the bell’s deep tones did the rounds of the quad, then ventured out into the High, hopping from building to building, magnificently offering its information to the people it served. Even farther along the valley, on towards Abingdon, the sound sailed with the slight breeze. Across the fields it went, skittling along the main road and up the hill. Until it reached a row of houses known as ‘The Wall’ — so named because the backs of these residences presented a flat, vertical surface for a distance of about fifty yards, giving on to the open country where cattle grazed. Only the double row of modern windows, unbroken for the entire length of the block, relieved the elongated rectangle of brickwork, giving it the appearance from this viewpoint of a modern factory. The fronts of the houses, however, were pleasing enough, each having a long finger of a garden the width of a house-front, and extending twenty yards or so down on to the main road, so that it was necessary to walk quite a distance from the wicket gates to the brightly coloured front doors.
In the garden of Number 14, the gay, busy little sound of a light lawn-mower, being used without the bin. Cartwright never used the bin because, he claimed, the cut grass acted as a fertiliser when it rotted. Actually, it was because the bin was so battered that it didn’t fit any more, and he couldn’t be bothered to get it fixed. However, thought Julia, he was at least cutting the grass, and that was something. She ran over the windowsills with a duster, and then called out.
She was considerably younger than John Cartwright, and it was more noticeable to their friends now than it had been, say, ten years ago. Not that they were any the less happy for it — indeed, they had fewer skeletons in their cupboard than most. John was even happy with his job — a rare state of affairs, it seemed, in ‘The Wall’ — and daily set out in the 1946 Morris, quite content with life, towards the motor works at Cowley.
John paused when he saw her open the window.
‘Coffee up!’ she called.
He left the mower where it was, without bothering to finish the strip he was on. He made a detour round the swinging seat, pushing it thoughtfully as he went past, and stepped into the hallway.
Julia said: ‘Darling, how can you possibly mow the lawn without moving the chaise-longue?’
He took the coffee-cup from her. It was one of those huge affairs, like a soup-bowl on a saucer; so shallow that you had to be careful not to slop it over. ‘It isn’t a chaise-longue,’ he said.
‘Well, what is it, then?’
‘Maureen calls it the Ice-cream Cart.’
‘Why ever?’
‘Search me, my dear!’ He sipped perilously. ‘Wishful thinking, I suspect.’
‘Well, whatever it is, you’ll have to move it.’
‘I haven’t got to that bit yet.’ He had planned to skirt round it, as he usually did.
‘You’re as bad as Maureen,’ said Julia. ‘Lazy, the both of you!’ She topped up her cup and peered up at him over the rim. ‘As a matter of fact, that child gets me quite worried at times, John.’
‘Why? She seems pretty well adjusted to me.’
Julia laughed and said ‘Oh!’ at the same time. ‘You and your books on child upbringing! I simply meant that she seems listless.’ She came over and sat beside him. ‘Haven’t you noticed?’ John rested a large hand on her knee, flopping it there loosely with a little pat. ‘Don’t worry, old thing,’ he reassured. ‘I’m listless sometimes. I feel listless now.’
‘You!’ she said. ‘You’re just listless because you’ve got to mow the lawn! There’s something else you’ve got to do after that, too.’
He groaned. ‘The cupboard?’
‘Precisely. The cupboard. Why can’t you keep all that junk in the dark-room?’
‘I can’t see in the dark-room.’
‘Isn’t that rather the idea?’
‘Not for finding things.’
‘Well, you can’t keep that wretched printing paper in my food cupboard. Incidentally, another lot arrived from Kodak yesterday.’
His face registered mild disapproval. ‘Well, thanks for telling me! I was waiting for it.’ He played with her wrist, twisting it round delicately into different patterns, making pictures with her hands. ‘Where did you put the stuff?’
She laughed in spite of herself. ‘With the rest.’
‘In the food cupboard?’
‘There are some things you can’t fight!’ she acknowledged forlornly. ‘Still, they’ve got to go. Besides, they might get spoiled.’
‘How can they,’ he countered, ‘in your nice, clean, well-kept kitchen cupboard?’
‘Flattery will get you nowhere.’
‘Tell you what!’ he said. ‘I’ll do them next Saturday. Today the lawn. Also I want to develop those pictures of Maureen. You do want to see them, don’t you?’
She sighed resignedly. ‘All right; you win. But you must do it without fail next Saturday.’
He threw up his hands in mock despair. ‘Who promised to obey whom? All right, it shall be done.’
Julia picked up the tray and waited pointedly. ‘Now, drink up,’ she said, unconsciously using exactly the same tone as she did with Maureen. ‘No lunch until.’ She took the soup-bowl affair from him. ‘Let me see you move the ice-cream wagon — or whatever you call it. I know your tricks!’
‘For heaven’s sake, when are you going to stop treating me like a child?’
‘You know the answer to that!’ she said. ‘Come on, I’ll help you.’
Maureen was home from school in time for lunch, and they sat down, the three of them, to steak and kidney pudding. It was good lawn-mowing food.
‘I’ve finished cutting the grass,’ said Cartwright, with inordinate pride. Mr Jossborough, their immediate neighbour, mowed his lawn once every three weeks.
‘Thank you, darling,’ said Julia, lumping the potato out of a steaming dish. ‘Have you put the machine away?’
‘I’ll do that after din-dins,’ he said, mimicking her.
Maureen laughed. ‘Din-dins!’ she repeated.
‘Daddy is a very lazy man,’ said Julia, pretending to be cross. ‘I hope you don’t grow up to be as lazy as he is.’
‘My teacher thinks I’m lazy,’ said Maureen without reproach. ‘She says I fall asleep in class.’
Julia looked at her reproachfully. ‘Do you?’
Maureen tested a piece of kidney with her fork. ‘I’m not the only one,’ she said guiltily. ‘Teacher’s such a bore.’ She sounded very grown-up all of a sudden.
John said: ‘It’s not very polite to go to sleep, dear. At any rate, you mustn’t be caught doing it.’
‘John!’
‘Well!’ he exclaimed with his mouth full, ‘I always went to sleep during army lectures — only nobody ever saw me do it. It’s a matter of technique. You sleep, you see; and yet at the same time you don’t sleep. You’re moribund.’
‘What’s “moribund”?’ said Maureen.
‘Don’t take any notice of him!’ said Julia.
‘When I grow up,’ said Maureen, ‘I’m going to sleep whenever I like.’ Her tone changed perceptibly. ‘Mummy, do I have to eat this?’
‘Try, dear. Have a little of it, anyway. What’s happened to your appetite these days? You used to eat everything in sight!’
‘I’m just not hungry,’ she said simply.
‘Well, put it on my plate,’ said John. ‘I’ll eat it for you!’
They were silent for a while. An aircraft passed high overhead. Nothing was said until Maureen asked: ‘Can I get down, Mummy?’
‘Say your grace.’
‘ThankGodformygooddinneramen.’
‘Go and have a rest, there’s a good girl,’ said Julia.
There was no protest, and the child went quietly out of the room.
Julia waited until the door was shut behind Maureen. ‘You see?’ she said.
John looked absent-minded for a moment, not realising at first what she was talking about. ‘Oh, Maureen. I don’t know. After all, she’s growing up. She’s growing into a big girl. Nearly eight. You use energy when you grow.’
‘All the more reason to eat.’
‘Do you think there’s something on her mind?’ he asked. ‘Something worrying her?’
‘I wondered, too,’ said Julia. ‘But what? I thought I knew everything about that child, and she’s never seemed remotely unhappy up till now. And she looks so pale.’
‘Could it be something at the school that’s upsetting her? Perhaps some of the other children are making her unhappy?’
‘It’s possible. I think I’ll go and talk to the headmistress. She ought to know.’
Cartwright searched for the little machine he used for rolling his cigarettes.
‘On the sideboard,’ said Julia automatically. Then: ‘You know what I think? I think she’s a bit anaemic.’
‘Does Doctor Fuller think so?’
‘He didn’t mention it. But he’s given her an iron tonic.’
‘You don’t think she’s caught anything?’
‘There’s nothing at the school.’
John turned the handle and rolled the cigarette neatly. The mechanical action seemed to be geared to his thought processes, as if the act rolled a cylinder in his brain and set the controls for a decision.
‘I think you should see the teacher,’ he said. ‘She may have noticed something that we haven’t. And if Maureen isn’t any better in a few days, then we’ll go and see the doctor again.’ He had licked the paste, and now lit the cigarette with a table lighter. ‘Don’t worry too much, Julia,’ he added. ‘Lots of children go through phases like this. It’s all a part of growing up.’
* * *
Maureen was about the same when they took her to the doctor’s on the subsequent Tuesday.
Dr Fuller saw the parents privately after the consultation, while the child waited with the nurse in the other room.
Fuller was a short little man, with a flat top to his beautifully bald head. He stood with his weight slightly forward, as if he were about to open a door. He was squeezing out his chin with his right hand; pulling down the flesh until it formed a fat little lump below his face. Then, as his forefinger and thumb passed below the bone, the flesh shot up again with a visible wobbling motion. This usually meant he was puzzled.
‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I just don’t know.’ He closed the door of a medicine cabinet thoughtfully and with precision. ‘I know Maureen pretty well.’ It didn’t require comment. ‘She’s not generally like this. I’ve never known her like it before. You know how she always pulls my leg? Well, she didn’t this time. But physically she seems all right. I checked her thoroughly. What can be wrong? You were right to suggest a blood test. I’ve taken a slide, and I should get an analysis through by Friday. Maybe that will tell us something. If not, I’ll have her X-rayed.’
Julia was taking all this quite calmly. ‘What for?’ she said. ‘T.B.?’
‘Might have a spot on the lung,’ he said casually. ‘Nothing very serious about that. Got to catch it in time, though. I had one once; lovely excuse for a holiday in Switzerland.’ He somehow didn’t look as if he had ever taken a holiday in Switzerland. ‘Still, I don’t think it’s lung. Doesn’t cough, does she?’
Julia said: ‘No; I’ve never heard her coughing.’
‘That’s what I thought.’ He extended his hand. ‘I’ll let you know the moment the result of the blood test comes through,’ he said. ‘Meanwhile, don’t worry too much. And if Maureen seems to want to rest more than usual, well, let her. Can’t do her any harm.’ He squeezed his chin with the remaining hand. ‘Let me know if either of you start feeling a bit off-colour, won’t you?’
* * *
‘I’ll help you do that cupboard tonight,’ said John.
Julia regarded him humorously. ‘Are you working on the assumption that the best form of defence is attack?’ she asked. ‘No; I couldn’t find the printing paper!’
They went through to a bright, modern kitchen, decorated in pale blue and white. Everything about it was shining and hospital-clean. But when the food cupboard was opened, the big letdown became immediately evident. For among the rightful contents of a kitchen larder were interpolated alien objects like the old enlarger that John no longer used, the packets of flashbulbs, the printing frame — a dozen assorted pieces of equipment that should have felt more at home in a dark-room.
‘I do see what you mean!’ said Cartwright. ‘Though where I’m going to put all this stuff, I just don’t know.’
‘But you never use it, John,’ said Julia. ‘Why don’t you get rid of it? Sell it.’
‘You never know,’ he said. ‘I might need it some time. Besides, in that condition none of it would fetch anything to speak of. It’ll have to go in the attic.’
She made a despairing gesture. ‘Where it will remain till Kingdom Come! Incidentally, your printing paper is underneath the tinned stuff.’
He took down one of the tins from the shelf and examined it absently. ‘Is Maureen asleep?’
Julia was balancing herself carefully on top of the kitchen table. ‘I think so,’ she said. ‘I think she dropped off the moment she got into bed.’ She punctuated her remarks jerkily each time she stretched up to reach the things on the top shelf of the cupboard. ‘I can’t help wishing we knew for certain what was wrong with her.’
John was making a neat stack of the canned food over in the corner. His contribution to the proceedings was more companionable than it was operational. ‘We’ll know soon enough,’ he rejoined. ‘I’m sure it’s nothing serious.’ He changed the subject deliberately. ‘I’ve never heard of Spigett’s baked beans — Heinz we know; Crosse & Blackwell we know; I hope Spigett’s are as good!’
Julia’s stack of unloaded kitchenware was now very much larger than his. ‘Have you come in here merely to discuss the grocery list? Or are you actually going to do some work?’ She looked momentarily at the cans that now formed a small display of their own. John had arranged them as if they were in a shop window. ‘As a matter of fact, we always have Spigett’s — I’m surprised you haven’t noticed before.’
‘I never eat ‘em,’ said John.
‘And you never cook ‘em,’ she mimicked. ‘Here, pass me that brush, will you?’
‘Good Lord!’ exclaimed Cartwright suddenly.
Julia paused with a half-empty jam-jar in her hand. ‘What?’ she said.
‘You’ve got a secret supply of tinned salmon, and I didn’t know!’
She laughed. ‘You weren’t meant to!’ she said. ‘It wouldn’t be there now if you’d known about it.’
‘Well, let’s have it for supper tonight,’ he said. ‘Special treat.’ He transferred the can to a place of honour on top of the electric clock. ‘It’s an ill wind that blows no one any good,’ he remarked. ‘If I hadn’t “helped” you with this chore, I would never have discovered this Royal Fish.’
‘I don’t know why you’re getting so worked up over tinned salmon,’ said Julia. ‘But we’ll have it, if you like. Only do help me a bit, will you? You haven’t done anything at all so far.’
‘Nonsense! Who did the tins?’ he protested.
‘Oh yes, the tins! Well, you can graduate to the jellies now…’
* * *
After the meal, John tried to persuade Julia to have an early night.
‘If you want me,’ he added, ‘I’ll be in the dark-room. Only don’t do what you usually do, and fling open the door with the hall light on. It doesn’t make for good photography!’
Julia made herself a cup of tea to postpone the act of going to bed. She knew she wouldn’t sleep, only lie there and worry about Maureen. Now she tried to think back, tried to work out when the graph of the child’s health had first veered downwards. Well, she had certainly been all right at Christmas, though she had paid the price of childish gluttony…
‘Mummy,’ said Maureen, ‘I feel funny.’
‘You look funny,’ said Mummy.
‘I think I want to be sick,’ said Maureen, her eyes holding their fixed, expectant stare.
‘How many chocolates?’
There was still a half-masticated one in the child’s right hand. The eyes now descended towards it in a slow sweep, hesitated for a moment, as if one more bite might be possible before the impending and inevitable disaster, decided against it, and returned to her mother. ‘I think I ate twenty,’ said Maureen, ‘not counting the little ones.’
‘I’m not surprised you feel sick,’ said Julia.
‘Well, you see,’ said Maureen by way of explanation, ‘the big ones are empty ones — I mean, there’s nothing much inside. I mean to say, they’re just held together by the chocolate on the outside. So I thought, what with there being nothing but juice in the middle…’ She broke off, as if the complexity of the explanation was too much for her. ‘But I was wrong!’ she finished unhappily.
Julia wasn’t certain which would happen first — the tears or the vomiting. She decided to take no chances. ‘The bathroom,’ she said simply.
Maureen nodded with great understanding, then bolted for the door.
When she came back a few minutes later, she was beaming.
‘What happened to the half-finished sweet you had in your hand?’ demanded Julia.
‘Oh, I ate it,’ explained the child blandly. ‘I’m hungry again now.’
* * *
‘I thought you were going to bed?’
John had returned from the dark-room, blinking in the strong light.
Julia said: ‘I’m just going. I thought I’d have a cup of tea first.’
‘Good idea.’ John was holding some printing paper. He peered at it now.
‘You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,’ said Julia, handing him a cup.
‘In a way I have. Did you take any of these glosses out of the packet?’
She looked at him blankly. ‘No. Why on earth should I? Anyway, it was a new packet, wasn’t it?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, it hadn’t been opened.’
‘That’s what I thought. But could any liquid have got into the packet — acid, for instance?’
‘Of course not! Just tins of food, that’s all I keep in there. None of them were open, even.’ She was slightly impatient. ‘What’s all this about ghosts, anyway?’
He showed her one of the prints. ‘They’re all like that,’ he said; ‘only the top one is the worst. Take a look!’
She gazed at it for a few moments and shrugged. ‘Obviously it’s been damaged,’ she said non-committally. ‘I’ve long since ceased to be surprised to find things damaged on delivery. You’d better send the packet back to the makers.’
John stared at the print now that his eyes were adjusted to the bright light. In the middle of the paper there was a black patch, perfectly round, about 2 1/2 in. in diameter. All the way round the circle was a dark halo, not quite as black as the rest. The black blob looked startling and somehow devilish against the clear white background of the rest of the print. It reminded him of a photograph of a solar eclipse, only the image was clearer and more uniform.
He spoke almost to himself. ‘To be damaged in transit it would have to be exposed to a strong light; that would mean unsealing the package.’
Julia answered him. ‘Then it must have left the makers in that condition.’
He laughed. ‘Kodak? That sort of thing just doesn’t happen. But I would very much like their opinion on it.’
‘Well, hadn’t you better process it, or whatever you do? I seem to remember that the prints go foggy otherwise.’
He was still talking rather distantly. ‘I already have. I put it straight in the fixing-bath as soon as I noticed it.’
He laid the print down on the table and sipped his tea,
‘Well,’ said Julia, ‘I think I will go up to bed now. I expect you’ll sort this out before long, darling. Will you make sure all the lights—’
He cut her short abruptly. ‘Get me a tin of beans!’ he rapped. ‘Go on, quickly!’
He was so intense that she didn’t question the sudden command.
John heard the car draw up outside while Julia was in the kitchen. He thought it was probably someone visiting the house next door.
Julia called from the kitchen. ‘I’m so used to a muddle that I can’t find the dratted things now! What on earth do you want them for. anyway?’ The door-bell rang. ‘Get it, will you?’ she shouted. ‘I’m still looking.’
It was Dr Fuller. ‘Can I come in, Mr Cartwright?’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, barging in at this hour.’
‘Of course!’ said John. ‘You must have a drink. Come into the living-room.’ He led the way, still talking. ‘I expect you’ve got the result of the blood test, perhaps?’ They entered the room. ‘You must forgive the muddle; what will you have? Some whisky?’
‘Thanks. Just a little… that’ll do fine.’
Julia came in, clutching the tin. She was surprised to see the doctor there. She greeted him warmly, however, and handed the tin absent-mindedly to her husband. She had forgotten about it now.
Ignoring Fuller for a moment, Cartwright placed the tin over the angry mark on the printing paper.
It fitted exactly.
Cartwright looked up blankly. Then he looked back at the tin; and some faint memory of his schooldays — something buried among all the long-forgotten science lessons through which he had sat so inattentively — was trying to filter through to his conscious mind.
He said: ‘Now, just what the hell is going on here?’

CHAPTER THREE

On the third floor of Filbury House was the telephone exchange for the Directorate. It served the whole Department — that is to say, the top three floors of the building. The two lower floors were annexed by the War Office.
Sally was a good switchboard operator — always calm, even on a day like this, when the consoles seemed to have broken out into a rash of impatiently flickering lights, each one representing a member of the staff expecting instant service.
Between two calls she had time to remark to her neighbour:
‘Something’s going on; you can put your last dollar on that.’ She spoke into the headpiece microphone. ‘Atomic Development Commission,’ she parroted.
‘This is the Continental Service,’ said the girl at the other end, ‘what is your number?’
‘Whitehall 0011.’
‘Geneva is calling you; hold the line, please.’
Simmel paused at the typewriter and answered the plan 7 phone. When Gatt was on the line he put him straight through to the Director and listened on the line — normal practice except for personal or highly confidential calls. This way he could keep fully in the picture and take any notes that were necessary.
When Hargreaves had finished, he told Gatt the travel arrangements he had made. Gatt didn’t sound very pleased, especially when he was told he had got to fly. Dick pacified him as best he could and hung up.
A few more staccato jabs at the typewriter with his middle finger and Simmel had finished the report. He ripped it out of the machine and checked it through. Then he picked up Cartwright’s original letter and read it once more. It was a rambling communication — that of someone who had suddenly been faced with a situation so completely beyond his comprehension and emotional endurance that he could not throw off the impression that it was all part of some horrifying dream.
Dear Sir,
This letter is a little hard to begin. The events that have recently occurred down here in Oxford are so improbable and yet so terribly real that I don’t quite know how to convey them to you. Perhaps, when you receive this you would be kind enough to telephone me and I can give you what I believe to be the facts in more detail.
I would probably have dismissed the business of the tin from my mind but for two things: firstly, something I remembered (two days after it happened) having learned at school, and which I checked today at the public library here, and secondly the illness of my daughter Maureen.
I don’t wish to bore you with scientific history (which you must know backwards in any case), but the thing I remembered was this: Henri Becquerel had chanced to leave a photographic plate in a drawer of his laboratory. On top of the plate (which was wrapped in light-proof paper) lay a key. There happened, also, to be some uranium bisulphate in the drawer as well. After Becquerel had used the plate for some photograph or other he found, after developing it, that there was a clear image of the key imposed on the picture. As you know, this was how radioactivity was discovered…
The letter then went on to describe the incident of the canned beans, and continued:
Dr Fuller decided last week that it would be advisable for my daughter to have a blood-count. The results show that Maureen is suffering from a rare form of anaemia. I am not certain from what the doctor has told me how serious it is, or whether in fact it can be cured at all. It would be understandable if — in the gravest event — he decided to keep the truth from my wife and myself. Be that as it may, it is a fact that Maureen is particularly fond of baked beans and frequently has them for her supper. Since we apparently have been buying this brand for quite some time, it occurs to me, though I must admit it sounds fantastic, that other tins of beans might also have been ‘radioactive’. I haven’t been able to convince Dr Fuller that my seemingly wild theory is correct (and for the sake of others I certainly hope it’s not), but he agrees that if it were so it could account for Maureen’s condition, if it had been going on long enough.
I sent the prints to Kodak yesterday, and asked them to forward them, with their views, direct to you.
Should you decide to telephone me, you can reach me either here or at the hospital…
* * *
Kate poked her nose round the office door. ‘Thought you’d like to know,’ she said. ‘Old Gresham’s turned up, with Manson in tow.’
‘Is Manson in one of his moods?’
‘I’m afraid so. He’s wearing that awful blazer — you know, the one with the huge shield on it. Did the old man make him cancel his golf or something?’
‘Yes,’ said Dick with a grin, ‘and I knew he’d be furious. So is Gatt; I just had him on the phone.’
‘Golly! Tomorrow is going to be a happy party!’
‘I expect they’ll simmer down.’ He handed her two sheets of yellow paper. ‘Here. For duplicating. Sorry they’re carbons, but I’m taking the top copy straight in to the Director.’
‘They don’t accept carbons.’
He fluttered them at her. ‘They’re going to this time,’ he said firmly.
Kate took the yellow paper with distaste. ‘All right. But I wish I knew what was going on.’
‘I know you do; you’re lighting up like a Christmas-tree. Well, you can read through the report and check it for spelling — you know what I’m like. I don’t suppose it will make you any the wiser, though.’
She threw him one of her ha-ha looks and left. Simmel finished reading Cartwright’s letter and closed the file. He was just preparing to leave the room when Alec Manson burst in. He did not waste time on common courtesies.
‘Why in hell,’ he bellowed, ‘wasn’t I informed of this before?’ Simmel had become quite used to these little scenes. And by now he knew exactly how to get Manson’s goat without putting himself in the wrong. He spoke quietly. ‘Surely,’ he said, ‘it’s not for me to keep senior members of the Department informed?’
‘The damn stupidity of it all!’ continued Manson, ignoring this remark altogether. ‘Do you know those prints were sent to my laboratory for analysis without my knowing it?’
Simmel pressed on the tiller and came in closer to the wind. ‘Perhaps you weren’t there, sir?’ he suggested gently.
‘There? Of course I wasn’t there! How could I be? I was up in Scotland with Jack Seff. I thought everybody knew that. Didn’t you?’
‘I knew,’ said Dick. ‘But it wasn’t my job to—’
‘Wasn’t your job!’ Manson slammed his fist down on to the desk with a crash, so that the ink-well jumped up and slopped over some clean quarto. ‘Is that the only thing people ever think of these days?’ He paused for a few panting breaths, then tensed himself in the way that he did when he wanted people to say afterwards: ‘Alec Manson nearly burst a blood-vessel.’ His voice dropped a few tones, and pulsated with assumed, overplayed emotion. ‘Well, whose job was it? — that’s all I’d like to know!’
Simmel prepared to duck; in a moment the sail would wrench at the boom and swing right across. ‘The only person,’ he said, ‘who was in a position to give you the facts was the Director. He’s your man.’ Simmel went on hastily, before the mast snapped off altogether: ‘Anyway, nobody knew until three o’clock this morning, sir. I expect Sir Robert didn’t want to disturb you.’
‘I see.’ Then again: ‘I see.’ There was a bead of sweat exactly over the bridge of his nose. Dick watched it, fascinated, wondering which side it was going to drop. Alec Manson covered up his deflation by saying: ‘If you’d explained that in the first place, it would have made everything much simpler.’
Simmel didn’t point out that Manson had given him no chance to do so — he knew that already. Dick changed the subject. ‘The Director wants you to bring the prints to the conference tomorrow.’
‘I know. Sir Robert spoke to me about them himself.’
Simmel picked up the script-board and put a vertical line through the item. He always did this rather ostentatiously with the senior staff — especially Manson — so that they could not say that they hadn’t been told. It was a weapon.
Manson took out a huge, grass-green handkerchief and mopped his brow. Dick made a move towards the door. ‘If there’s nothing else, I must go in to Sir Robert.’
Manson was desperately searching his brain for some remark that might help to even the score. Apart from anything else, he was acutely aware that the Director had made it clear he wished to be alone with Frank Gresham, the Deputy Director; and now the mere P.A. had been called in, though he himself was still excluded. In the end he chose the ‘I’m a bit busy myself’ routine.
As Simmel politely ushered him out of the office he said: ‘Kindly tell the Director I can be found in the laboratory.’
‘Very well, Mr Manson,’ said Simmel. ‘I’ll tell him.’
Meticulously polite though Simmel was on taking his leave, Manson was still somehow left with the impression that he had been thrown out of the office.
Frank Gresham stopped in the middle of a sentence to greet the P.A. ‘‘Mornin’, Dick,’ he said. ‘Spoiled my golf this morning!’
Simmel grinned. ‘Yes, sir. ‘Fraid I did.’ He added: ‘Spoiled Manson’s, too.’ Gresham knew exactly what, he meant, acknowledging it with a slight smile in his eyes only. The Director frowned.
‘The report?’ he said.
Simmel handed it to him. ‘I’ve sent it in for duplication,’ he said. ‘If you’d check it now—’
‘I haven’t time. Is it all right?’
‘Yes, sir,’ said Dick, crossing his fingers mentally.
The Director glanced up at him for a moment, then picked up his pen and slashed Robert Hargreaves across the bottom of the second sheet. ‘What about the stencil? Hadn’t I better sign that?’
‘It would save time if I stuck an old signature of yours on the bottom.’
‘All right. But, for God’s sake, don’t ever do that without asking my permission each time.’
‘No, sir,’ said Simmel, looking at the wall. Actually it had become almost standard practice. Hargreaves gave him the full benefit of his stare for a moment. ‘Well, not on anything important, anyway.’ He was really quite human sometimes. He went on: ‘What about that other business — has the letter from that Heatherfield chap been Roneoed?’
‘It’s still in with Duplicating. But I think Kate — I think Miss Garnet has a copy.’
Gresham said: ‘You’d better tell me yourself, Dick. I want to know the background, not just the bare facts.’
‘I’ll talk to Manson,’ said Hargreaves. ‘Is he out there?’ Meaning the outer office — Kate’s domain.
‘He went down to the lab,’ said Simmel.
‘Blast the man! Always disappearing. What does he think I asked him to come here for? Send for him, will you, Dick? No, it’s all right; I’ll get Miss Garnet to. You bring Frank up to date.’ He left the office.
‘Don’t be too technical, old chap,’ said Gresham. ‘You know me!’
Frank Gresham had a large, baby face, rather chubby and rubicund. He wore a regimental-type moustache, giving him the look of a retired army colonel — which in fact he was. He was one of the old school, and liked all the things that went with it — hunting and the rest. At the same time, he regarded himself as a kind of joke, someone left over from a bygone age who had suddenly found himself in an essentially modern job. His gentle dignity was a great asset to the Department; he seemed to be the one imperturbable, the one really stable person in it. He was a good influence, although he lacked the pace, energy and brilliance of the Director himself. He had other qualities, almost as rare, and Hargreaves chose him because of these. He was a throwback to a dying species whose values did not vary with the market price.
Simmel smiled. He had always liked Gresham, had found him a good ally — even a friend. Whenever Simmel had to book him an air passage he always put him on the B.E.A. Viscount flight, whereas people like Manson got any old charter plane that happened to be lying around. In such domestic matters the P.A. wielded a certain amount of power, which he used quite ruthlessly to favour those he thought deserved comfort and consideration.
Gresham said: ‘Is Heatherfield the Nairobi man?’
‘Yes. As you probably know, he will be at the meeting tomorrow.’
‘You’ve spread your net wide,’ he said.
‘It’s not our doing,’ said Simmel. ‘It just happened slowly and inevitably, with no help from anyone.
‘When we got Cartwright’s letter a couple of days ago,’ he continued, ‘the first thing we had to find out was whether this weird phenomenon was confined to one particular tin or whether it was more general. The illness of the child suggested, you see, that she had been eating radioactive food — incredible though it seems — for quite a long time.’
Gresham was doing things with a tobacco-pouch. ‘Do you know how long an illness of this sort would take to develop? I mean, if it were caused by radiation?’
‘Well, I understand Sir Robert had a chat with some people at Bart’s Hospital who specialise in this sort of thing. I gather that leukaemia, for instance, normally takes at least five years.’
Gresham got up from his chair and began to pace the room slowly. Dick noticed for the first time how short he was — he hadn’t seemed so because he had none of the characteristics of small men. Gresham did not speak again until his pipe was going. ‘Surely it’s inconceivable to think that this could have been going on for five years without being detected?’
‘Yes, I think you’re right there. And, of course, the illness and the peculiarity of the tin could be quite unconnected. Still, they did say at Bart’s that in exceptional circumstances, given a big enough dose — especially in the case of a child — an illness could develop a good deal more quickly.’
Gresham suddenly caught sight of an object that had been newly fixed above the door. ‘What’s that thing?’ he said abruptly.
‘It’s a loudspeaker, sir. For relaying incoming telephone calls — so that everyone in the room can hear them.’
‘Good Lord, is it really?’
Simmel smiled and brought him gently back to the point. ‘I was saying about Bart’s. They said the absolute minimum time that any symptoms could be expected would be about two years.’
Gresham was still gazing at the loudspeaker. ‘Two years, eh? Let me see, that takes us to the spring of ‘57.’ He turned round suddenly. ‘Great Scott! You don’t think—’
‘Project 3, you mean? I shouldn’t think so. I imagine Seff and Gatt between them got everything pretty well buttoned-up.’
‘Buttoned-up.’ Gresham ruminated on the phrase for a moment. It seemed to please him. Then: ‘I’m sure you’re right. As I recall it, they didn’t find any pollution of the atmosphere, did they?’
Simmel didn’t really feel competent to discuss the technicalities of the affair. He made another determined effort to get back to the point. ‘This business about Heatherfield.’
‘Sorry, Dick! I keep interrupting. Fire ahead.’
‘That’s okay, sir. Anyway, as soon as we heard from Cartwright we sent urgent signals to just about every hospital — both here and abroad — that we could think of. And the results were all negative — except one. But when we looked into that single instance we found we’d got all we wanted to know. With a vengeance.
‘The cable we got back from Mombasa General Hospital stated that two men had been detained with mild symptoms of what could only be radiation sickness. That’s not the same, of course, as the kind of blood disease that develops eventually if you eat contaminated food. The sickness is always the result of being exposed to external sources of radiation.’
‘What, like getting too near a piece of cobalt-60, or something like that?’
‘Yes. Well, it soon became clear what had happened when the authorities started to investigate. The men concerned were members of a crew of a freight ship called the Henry Starbuck. (Incidentally, she was carrying some passengers on the voyage in question, and that’s where Heatherfield comes in.) The men occupied a cabin immediately in front of the Number One Hold, with only a wooden partition between the cargo and them.’
‘And what was in the hold?’
Dick looked up at him. ‘There were two tons of Spigett’s Baked Beans,’ he said quietly.

II. THE FIRST DAY


CHAPTER FOUR

Arlen Gatt heaved himself into the chair nearest the swing-doors.
You never knew with Gatt. And this morning — the first day of the conference — he seemed quite affable, Kate thought. He sat there, this huge hunk of a man, leafing through some papers he had taken from his battered dispatch-case. He was the first to arrive, having come straight from the airport.
He consulted the large face of his gold wrist-watch and grunted. ‘What time does this performance begin?’ he demanded. Kate told him ten o’clock. ‘Pretty grim, eh, this business? What do you think about it?’ The question evidently didn’t require an answer. ‘Will Mr Seff be here?’
‘He’s flying down specially. He should be here soon.’
‘Well, why run two cars from the airport. I could have waited there for him.’
‘He came R.A.F. and will be landing at Northolt, Mr Gatt.’ Gatt had come via London Airport.
He smiled suddenly. ‘I’d better shut up.’ He didn’t, though. ‘How’s your boy-friend?’
She went a little red. ‘If you mean Mr Simmel, he’s quite well, thank you.’
‘Is that the comparative quite, or the superlative quite?’
‘Just ordinary quite.’
She was well used to this sort of thing from Gatt. He never could resist the temptation to dig into other people’s affairs. It was a kind of game; you scored a goal when you got the other person rattled. But Kate wasn’t easily rattled, so it always went on longer with her. He tried again. ‘Aren’t you his mistress or something?’ he asked interestedly.
‘No, I am not his mistress. Or something.’
‘Why not? This Department needs a little sex.’
‘What it needs and what I’m going to provide it with are two different things. But perhaps I’m old-fashioned.’
‘Not old-fashioned. Just unscientific. Don’t tell me you’re going to marry him?’
‘I didn’t tell you I’m going to marry him! He hasn’t asked me to, anyway.’ She was getting rattled now, thought Gatt. Kate said: ‘What have you got, particularly, against marriage? You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.’
‘I’m not talking about me. But if you want the answer to your question, look around.’ He meant Seff, of course.
This, thought Kate, was not quite playing by the rules — even Gatt’s rules, which were pretty malleable. The unhappy state of the Seff home was well-known to her, and in any case Angela Seff would be arriving at any moment and would know intuitively that she was the subject of the conversation. Fortunately Kate was saved from having to make any comment, because Simmel stepped out of the lift with his patent half-run and pushed open the glass swing-doors briskly. He seemed more relaxed this morning.
‘I don’t see my breakfast anywhere,’ he said. Then he saw Gatt.
Kate indicated with a tiny jigger of the eyebrows that all was reasonably calm.
‘You don’t have to signal,’ said Gatt. ‘I survived the flight.’
Simmel’s slight smile was one of relief. ‘How about some breakfast, Mr Gatt?’
‘Mine was courtesy of B.E.A.,’ said Gatt, ‘but you go ahead. Incidentally, why the change of policy?’
‘You mean first-class air travel? Purely shock-tactics, sir. I’ve been reading one of those little books on industrial psychology.’ He sat on the edge of Kate’s desk. ‘New dress,’ he said.
‘Just a little thing I ran up.’
Gatt said: ‘Any notes for me?’
Kate burrowed in a drawer. ‘Two lots so far, Mr Gatt.’ She handed them to Simmel, who took them over.
Simmel said: ‘One about an incident near Oxford; the other in Kenya.’
‘You realise I know practically nothing about this business?’ said Gatt. ‘Is it really such a mystery?’
Dick was suddenly serious. ‘If it’s half as bad as the Director thinks, it’s not only a mystery but a pretty desperate business altogether. Still, I’m not allowed to comment on it — not even to you — until the conference.’
Gatt raised his eyebrows slightly but said nothing. Kate put down the phone. ‘Your breakfast is on the way up,’ she said to Simmel. ‘Mushrooms. And so is Mrs Seff.’
Simmel looked up sharply. ‘Why is she coming here?’
Kate shrugged. ‘To meet her husband, I gather. After all, she hasn’t seen him since he left for Scotland.’
Dick forgot that Arlen was there for a moment. ‘Blast the woman! She could have met him for lunch or something. We don’t want the place cluttered up with wives at a time like this. Couldn’t you have explained that?’
Every now and then Kate’s naturally defiant nature, never far below the surface, showed itself positively; especially when Dick Simmel tried to boss her about. Being a woman, she found it hard to distinguish between the occasions when he was purely her boy-friend — at which time he couldn’t be allowed to throw his weight about — and when he was simply a member of the staff and senior to her, in which event he was entitled to give her orders. Finally she said: ‘I tried to explain. Have you ever tried to explain anything to Mrs Seff?’
‘All right; never mind,’ said Dick. ‘I don’t expect she’ll stay long. How are they getting on in there?’ Meaning the arrangements for the meeting in Hargreaves’ office.
‘Nearly ready,’ said Kate. ‘But you’d better check everything yourself.’
‘Okay. I’ll have a look. Give me a shout when my breakfast comes up, and have it sent to my room, will you? I hardly got to bed last night.’
‘Will do.’
Gatt watched Simmel disappear into the inner office. Then he said: ‘Kate, I’m going to ask you a favour.’
She looked up, surprised. He had never used her first name before. ‘Yes, Mr Gatt?’ she said. She thought she knew what was coming though.
‘When Mrs Seff gets here, I want you to leave her alone with me for a few minutes.’
‘But… do you think that’s wise?’
‘Under the circumstances, I think it not only wise but absolutely imperative.’
‘The trouble is, it may not be possible. There’ll be people arriving for the conference. Why don’t you take her into Mr Simmel’s office?’
‘Because it will look too obvious. It’s got to be here. It’s the only place where we would logically meet.’
‘Can I ask you something: will this… talk… you’re going to have with Mrs Seff have a bearing on the conference, or is it a purely personal matter?’
‘That’s a very relevant question. And I can answer it by saying that it is a personal matter which has a direct bearing on the purposes of this meeting.’
Kate said: ‘Then of course I must help you. But she’d better get here soon. The Director is due any moment.’
‘Why don’t you go downstairs and stall him off?’ He saw her consternation at such an idea. ‘This is important, Kate! Do you think I’d make irresponsible suggestions at a time like this?’ Evidently he had already forgotten his somewhat irresponsible remarks about Jack and Angela Seff.
Kate thought for a moment, rubbing her nose with the tip of her finger. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll try. It’ll probably lose me my job though!’ She saw the lift indicator light come on, and through the glass caught sight of the unmistakable contours of Angela Seff. ‘Here she is now.’ She pressed the key of the intercom, and waited for Simmel to answer from the Director’s office.
‘Yes, Kate?’
‘Can you stay where you are for five minutes, Dick?’ she said. ‘Mrs Seff wants to talk to… me… confidentially. We won’t be long.’
There was a sound as if Simmel started to curse, then remembered he could be overheard. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘But be as quick as you can, will you? Give me a buzz when you’re ready.’
‘I will. Thanks.’ She returned the switch to the ‘off’ position. Gatt nodded his approval, and Kate got up as Angela entered the room.
‘Good morning, Mrs Seff,’ she said. ‘Will you please make yourself comfortable? I have to go downstairs; but I won’t be long. I expect Mr Seff will he here soon.’
‘Sure, I’ll wait,’ said Angela in her pleasant, Toronto-brand Canadian. ‘Don’t worry about me — you’ve got enough problems already. I just want a few words with Jack; then I’ll go away like a lamb. Meanwhile, I’ll talk to Arlen.’ She took one of the comfortable chairs next to Gatt, while Kate bustled rather self-consciously out of the room.
‘I know it’s unfair,’ said Gatt, ‘but you’re getting the same sort of reputation for being difficult as I am. Shooting your way in here seconds before the meeting of the Lord High Executioner.’
‘I just had to, Arlen,’ she said. ‘For Jack’s sake. You’ve heard about this business of the cans?’
‘Only what Simmel told me on the phone.’
Angela was suddenly very tense. ‘Bui there is no reason to suppose that this has… anything to do with the Marsdowne set-up?’
‘You seem to think it might. Otherwise you wouldn’t be so worried about Jack.’ He looked at her penetratingly. ‘You’re thinking of what happened at Project 3.’
‘Surely, that was far too long ago to have anything to do with this?’ She added doubtfully: ‘It could equally well have been Windscale. Well, couldn’t it?’
Gatt smiled. ‘In other words, you’d rather pin it on the Atomic Energy Authority than us?’ He shook his head. ‘They found out everything there was to know about Windscale.’
‘And didn’t you and the rest of the team get all the dope on Marsdowne?’
‘I certainly hope so — my reputation depends on it.’
‘Well then, why?’
‘Why call this conference? Well, for a start I’ve no doubt that the A.E.A. have done exactly the same thing. Also it’s one of our principal functions to keep an eye on public safety.’
She persisted with the point. ‘But you don’t think all this has anything to do with the accident?’
He appeared to be looking over her left shoulder — a trick of his when he was thinking. Eventually he said: ‘There were certain things that never came to light.’
Angela flushed slightly, but kept herself under control. ‘You mean things that Jack might have concealed?’
‘Isn’t that what you yourself suspect?’
‘You’ve never been able to forget that he had a few drinks that night, have you?’
‘No. And nor have you.’
She neither denied nor admitted it. After a while she said: ‘How do you think Jack is going to take this?’
‘That’s precisely what I want to talk to you about,’ said Gatt. ‘As a matter of fact, I persuaded Kate Garnet to leave the office for five minutes so that I could talk to you.’
‘Are you on Jack’s side?’
‘I’m not on anybody’s side. There’s too much at stake for that. I’m certainly not against him, though I confess that I feel pretty bitter, under the circumstances, that he hasn’t been able to make you happy.’
‘It’s not his fault.’
‘You’re very generous. Just how generous very few people know! But the point is, if there was any negligence on his part, I think he should come clean.’
She stared straight ahead unseeingly. ‘That’s exactly what I was going to say to him. But I doubt if he will.’
‘Has he been drinking again?’
‘Yes,’ she said, ‘he’s been drinking. And I wish to God I could see why.’
‘Do people have to have a reason?’
She said: ‘You would have a better reason than anybody on earth — and yet you don’t drink. But I still think that people must have some sort of motive for destroying themselves.’
Gatt offered her a cigarette, lit one himself. ‘I know why Jack drinks. I know perfectly well. And so do you. He’s always been afraid he can’t hold you. He thinks that you’re the most beautiful woman in the world — which you are — and the thought terrifies him.’
She drew at her cigarette, drew hard — so that her cheeks hollowed and showed the fine bone-structure that lay underneath. ‘I should never have married anyone, except you. And I shouldn’t have listened to you on that subject.’
‘You had no option. If you’d gone on hammering at me for another five years, you wouldn’t have altered my mind. And I would say the same thing now.’
‘Why? Why? I could take it! It was my decision.’ Her eyes were searching his, desperately, uncomprehendingly.
He smiled quietly into them. But there was no humour in the smile. Only sadness and love. ‘No, it wasn’t. It was decided for you the day I walked into that minefield.’ They sat in silence, while the centre second-hand of the electric clock went halfway round the dial. ‘Would it help if I talked to him?’ he said.
‘I’m afraid not. He’d think you were hounding him. You know what he feels about you. No, I’ll have to do it myself.’
‘You must make him realise that if he has been holding anything back and doesn’t tell the truth now, it’s bound to come out in the end.’ He looked at her hard. ‘I shouldn’t like the information to come from me, Angela.’
‘But you’d have to—’
‘If I ever found out. And I would find out. In the end. Or somebody would. That’s partly what this conference is for. When accidents happen, they must be stopped. They must never be allowed to happen again. Hargreaves will spare no one — not for lying, anyway. An honest mistake is another matter. Negligence — that is also human. But concealing facts at a fact-finding committee (that’s what this amounts to) can’t be forgiven. And don’t forget, Jack wouldn’t be the only one to blame, in any event. None of us would come out of this very well. The Department as a whole would be in the mire, and Hargreaves would have to take the ultimate responsibility. Still, we are rather anticipating the worst, aren’t we? There is the man Spigett — he’s got plenty to answer for already.’
‘Spigett?’
‘The canning magnate. And here’s Kate with the Old Man. Our time is up, and I expect Hargreaves will want to talk to me straight away.’ He got up, rather clumsily, from his chair. ‘You know what? Sometimes I hate my job. So don’t let Jack make me hate it more than I do already.’ He hailed the Director at the swing-doors.
‘Sorry to drag you back at such short notice, Arlen,’ said Hargreaves. He did not stop at all as he spoke but, putting out an arm, he caught Gatt in his slipstream and swept him straight into his inner office, talking as he did so. ‘If you’ve had a chance to read the reports, you’ll see why there is no time to lose…’ The door closed behind them.
* * *
Jack Seff stepped out of the lift just as Dick was waiting to go down in it. Seff looked tired and a little dishevelled after his plane journey. Dick let the lift go down empty. ‘Good morning, sir,’ he greeted cheerfully. ‘I hope you had a comfortable journey.’ He had asked the R.A.F. to hand out a little of their V.I.P. treatment.
Seff’s voice was a little strained. ‘Yes, thanks, fine. By the way, I phoned the flat and got no reply. Is Angela—’
‘Mrs Seff is here. Actually she’s waiting in my office. I think she was hoping to have a word with you before you go in.’ Dick thought, he’s in love with her and doesn’t want to show it and is wondering whether she’s been somewhere else all night.
Seff relaxed a bit and grinned at him. ‘I bet a few wives populating your office is just what the doctor ordered on a day like this!’ Dick made no comment; he knew he couldn’t fool this character. So he steered Seff in the general direction of his office, and left him to it.
Seff entered Dick’s office and found Angela half-leaning, half-sitting on the desk. He closed the door and stood a little awkwardly, waiting for her to speak.
Eventually she said: ‘I wish you had let me come with you to Scotland this time, Jack.’
Seff wouldn’t look directly at her. Instead, his face was turned half towards the window; and Angela could see the stubble etched sharply against the daylight. He hadn’t shaved, but the omission didn’t conceal his basic good looks — the deceptively strong jaw, the hard furrows that gave his face such character. And those too-honest eyes, that made him such a bad liar. ‘Why?’ His voice sounded sharper than he meant it to.
She didn’t allow it to hurt too much. She was Jack’s wife fulltime, even if he didn’t believe it. She said quietly: ‘Because I wanted to be with you.’ He smiled a little ironically, but made no comment. She went on: ‘How are things up at Marsdowne?’
‘Much the same as usual. Why?’
‘Everything going smoothly?’
‘Like clockwork,’ he said tonelessly. ‘It always does. You know that.’
She walked over to him, rather timidly, standing half-way behind him, as if she too wanted to look out of the window. She rested a hand on his shoulder and felt it stiffen. ‘You realise,’ she said, trying to keep her voice matter-of-fact, ‘that they’re going to tear the place apart to find out what happened.’
She had expected him to fly at her, interpreting it as an accusation. But his voice remained flat and calm. ‘Nothing has gone wrong up there,’ he said, ‘nothing, that is, since that old chestnut — Project 3.’
‘Do you know that? Have you checked?’
‘There’s no need,’ he said. ‘The system is infallible.’
Angela saw that his hand was shaking, and wondered. ‘I still think you should start an investigation before they do.’
‘Who’s they? Gatt?’
‘And the others.’
‘But mostly Gatt.’ He smiled grimly. ‘I get it. Arlen has given you a friendly warning. If I don’t get at the facts, he will. That’s it, isn’t it? Very nice of him! Very brotherly — or is brotherly quite the right word? Well, you can tell Arlen that he’s got nothing to worry about, and nor have I.’
‘Believe me, Jack, if that is so, no one will be happier than Arlen.’
‘Arlen, Arlen, Arlen!’ he flared. ‘Is he all you ever think about?’
She didn’t answer this. She didn’t even lose her temper; there was no point. There was something more important that she had to say, and she took the plunge. ‘One more thing, Jack. I know you’ll hate me for saying this, but I must say it for your sake.’ Her voice shook a little in spite of her efforts to keep it level. ‘Try and go easy on the drinking while you’re down here, will you? It looks so bad.’
This time what she feared would happen did happen. He was angry and hurt, and suddenly he looked at her as if he hated her. The words came out like white-hot metal. ‘Are you suggesting,’ he managed to say, ‘that people are liable to think that alcohol affects my job or my judgment? Is that what you’re saying? Or perhaps you think that yourself?’
For the first time she was losing control. ‘I didn’t say that!’
‘I didn’t say you said it; I said you thought it. And you do, don’t you?’
And suddenly she couldn’t help the tears, and Seff’s breaking point came; for it was past bearing for him to see her like that. For despite his jealousy, despite his doubts, his bitter hatred for a man who by his very disability had power, he loved this woman beyond all expression. And as he buried his head in her shoulder he could only say: ‘Oh my God, oh my God…’

CHAPTER FIVE

‘Are we all here?’ The question was directed at Simmel, who sat opposite the Director at the bottom of the long table.
‘Except for the Stenotype operator, Sir Robert. He should be up at any moment.’
‘Well, we’d better wait.’
There were ten places set round the conference table, each provided with a neat stack of stationery supplies and a glass of water. The Director’s desk had been pushed up against the window to make more room, and the table was set parallel to it. To the right of the window (when seen from the door) and at the top of the table sat Sir Robert; and on his right the Deputy Director, Frank Gresham, looking military but somehow very human and relaxed. Next to him was Seff, who was fidgeting with a pencil; then Heatherfield, who had only just arrived from the airport but looked very fresh and healthy and brown. On his right was set a spare place.
At the bottom of the table were two chairs next to each other: the first was for Mr Rupert, the Stenotype operator. His machine was all ready, standing on a thing that looked like a music-stand. The second was Simmel’s, who was now hectically leafing through the pages attached to his script-board and ticking-off items. Continuing anti-clockwise up the table on the other side — which flanked the wall adjoining Kate’s office — there was first an empty chair for the ‘visitors’ (Spigett would occupy this seat eventually), and next to that, Manson, who still seemed to be in a pretty bad temper. Finally there was Gatt, sitting on Hargreaves’ left and talking in a low murmur to him.
Heatherfield was writing something on a piece of paper. He folded it and asked Seff to pass it up to the Director. Seff gave it to Gresham who handed it to Sir Robert. Mr Rupert came in and murmured an apology for being late. He looked round the table, spotted the Stenotype, walked over and sat down next to Simmel. All was now ready.
Hargreaves read the note rapidly and caught Heatherfield’s eye down the table. ‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘That confirms what we thought.’ He took Mr Rupert in his gaze. ‘Are you all set?’ he asked.
Mr Rupert was tall and very slim, with a shock of blond hair that looked as if it could do with some attention from the barber. He didn’t look the part at all.
Hargreaves said: ‘If at any time we go too fast for you, please don’t hesitate to say so. I know you’re an expert, but you’re not a machine. So sing out if you lose us, won’t you?’
Mr Rupert’s voice turned out to be much more in keeping with his hair than with his job. ‘In that unlikely event,’ he said sibilantly, ‘I will certainly let you know, sir.’
The impression of smugness this conveyed did not in the least deter the Director. But Manson stared at him in obvious disapproval. The Director said: ‘Are you ready, Alec?’ The subtle admonishment was there.
Manson smiled agreeably. ‘I’ve familiarized myself with the facts,’ he said.
Hargreaves smiled with great charm. ‘That’s fine, then.’ He looked up at the ceiling, where some cable had been run to the centre. The bared ends of the wires were knotted loosely near a square piece of wood that had been newly fixed to the ceiling. ‘When are they installing the fan, Simmel?’
Simmel cleared his throat and spoke up loudly. He always used this voice at conferences. It seemed to be expected of him; although it was really better suited to the large conference room they normally used than to the deadened acoustics of Hargreaves’ private office. However, it sounded authoritative, and made up for the fact that he was easily the most unimportant person present. ‘During lunch, sir,’ he declaimed. ‘The engineers couldn’t finish it this morning.’
‘Good. Well, let’s hope it doesn’t fan the flames.’
Only Alec Manson laughed at the inadequate joke.
The Director shuffled his notes together as if they were playing-cards, and placed them squarely on the table in front of him. Then he crossed his arms and leaned back. The conference had begun.
‘First,’ he announced, ‘I’d like to thank you all for making it your business to get to the meeting so speedily — and notice I use the word ‘meeting’, not ‘conference’. I want the atmosphere to be informal; even if it does amount, in effect, to a court of enquiry. By now all of you have a rough idea what it’s all about, and what it could mean to the future of this Department if the present state of affairs turned out to be our fault. We will all have to look to our laurels in that event, and if any or all of us are to blame’ — and he scanned the table with his eyes at this point — ‘then blame will eventually be fixed. The thing to remember, however, is this: What damage has been done — and we don’t yet know the extent of it — is already done; and we mustn’t simply hunt around for scapegoats. What we must do is to ensure that it cannot possibly happen again — either this or anything else at all that could result from a slip or series of slips in those branches of nuclear research for which we are responsible. We must make perfectly certain that not one more casualty occurs, from now on, that could be prevented by us. True, we cannot help those poor blighters who have already been infected — only the doctors can do that. But henceforth every tin of contaminated food that is opened and its contents eaten is another mark against us. And by ‘us’ I mean everyone who has a hand in the harnessing of Atomic Power.
‘As you no doubt will have guessed, an enormous operation was put in hand, less than thirty-six hours ago, to trace and call in every can of infected food that has been shipped. This is no easy matter, as you will later on discover — the principal reason being that Mr Spigett’s product is exported in several different countries and under several different labels. Since those companies also buy up other small companies’ products and put their labels on them, you can see that the job of locating the contaminated ones will be a nightmare. You have heard, no doubt, over your radio or on the television, and seen in the newspapers, the warnings we have issued — though we haven’t yet given the full facts — and no doubt in most areas we can prevent the sale and consumption of Spigett’s beans, but — and this is the sobering part — we cannot hope to reach the back-woods of foreign and primitive countries at such short notice. You don’t have to look at a map of Africa — one of Spigett’s principal markets — to realise what a monumental task it will be to ensure the safety of every white, brown and black man in that vast continent, and yet that is no less than what we must do.
‘Mr Heatherfield here, of the Kenya Colony Claims Office, found a small group of adventurous young people who were ‘prospecting’ — or at any rate thought they were — for uranium in the Northern Frontier. They had with them a geiger counter, and reported to him that it had been behaving peculiarly, especially on the ship while they were en route for Africa. Well, you have all read the report on the Cartwright affair, and will no doubt have linked the two incidents, as we did. Our worst fears were confirmed when a quick investigation into the health of the crew of the ship revealed that three other men were also suffering from a hitherto undiagnosed malady which turned out to be radiation sickness, though these were mild cases.
‘The boys themselves may be in danger of radiation poisoning because they are known to have with them some of the canned beans among their food supplies. Efforts are being made to get in touch with them — they have a two-way radio — but the boys have chosen this of all times to disappear into some remote district of the frontier, and have lost radio contact. No doubt they will be found soon; but the fact that emerges from their experience on the ship proves that Cartwright’s tin was not just an isolated phenomenon.’ Hargreaves paused for a moment. ‘The extent and immediacy of the possible effects of consuming the contaminated food does, of course, depend on its exact nature. In all probability those boys would suffer little or no harm as a result of eating their present supply. But’ — and here he emphasized each word — ‘if we find that the contaminated food has been in circulation for some considerable time, I do not have to remind you of the possible results — some of you have been studying this for years.
‘It will now be clear to you what the two purposes or this meeting are: firstly, and immediately, to prevent the present danger from spreading any farther; and secondly, but every bit as important, to find out how it happened and make life entirely safe from this threat for the general public in the future. The two functions are linked inasmuch as until we find out exactly what happened we will have no means of knowing how many consignments have been affected, how long it has been going on and whether, even, that Spigett’s Baked Beans are the only carriers of the deadly radiation.
‘We have got to find out such facts as these: Was it initially the metal or the food product that became infected? In either case, how did it happen? To what level of radiation were they raised? What type of radiation is it? When did it happen, and what is the “half-life” of the infected food and of the tins in which it is packed? All these matters must be investigated as quickly as possible before the health authorities can know the magnitude and extent of the problem they have to deal with. Simmel, can you organize some ash-trays? I see no reason why we shouldn’t smoke; I for one feel the urge coming on already.’
‘I had some sent up, sir,’ said Dick, going over to a cupboard and collecting them, ‘but I wasn’t sure whether—’ He left the unnecessary part of the sentence in the air. While he was distributing them, Manson put the first question.
‘Sir Robert, why are we so sure that this situation is our baby, as opposed to the Atomic Energy Authority’s? If there is no information regarding how the contamination took place, how does anyone know the source?’
The Director was making his contribution to the general cloud of smoke that had coincided with the appearance of the ash-trays. ‘That is the fundamental question, Alec,’ he acknowledged. ‘And the answer is — we don’t know. Naturally the A.E.A. have started a very comprehensive investigation themselves. After all, they are the parent body, and the senior one. But they created us largely to take over the responsibility for public safety, and, as you know, we liaise very closely with the Authority at all levels. For Heatherfield’s benefit, I should explain that we deal mainly with the commercial interests involved — such as firms that use nuclear processes and materials for manufacturing their goods; whereas the Authority controls the power-stations, national research establishments and the production of fuel for weapons of war.
‘The Authority suspects — and not unreasonably, in my view — that it is far more likely that the mistake has occurred on the industrial side, since private industry has had so much less experience all round. That doesn’t mean to say that they are taking this for granted (hence their own investigations), but it does put the ball very much in our court. We’ve got to prove that we are in the clear. Also the problem of the tins is a matter involving industry and public safety — both of which tend to be our “babies”. But you mustn’t think that the A.E.A. are merely passing the buck. On the contrary, they are giving us every possible assistance — which, in fact, you will discover when Frank tells you exactly what steps are being taken by them and ourselves to deal with the immediate crisis.’
Gatt said: ‘Where is the man-power coming from — to trace the infected tins and so forth?’
‘We’ll be coming to that. But briefly, the task will be carried out — is being carried out, in fact — mainly by the police and the civil defence authorities. They are also getting considerable assistance from the fighting services. Really, this problem involves an enormous range of people, including the Ministry of Health (who are playing a major part, of course) and even the fire brigades, because they possess much of the necessary equipment nowadays. And as you will no doubt have read in the papers, the United States Army are lending a generous hand. But you’ll get this in more detail from Frank.’
Seff put the next question. His voice sounded husky and nervous. ‘Incidentally,’ he said, ‘what about the press? They haven’t been told much yet, but they’re bound to dig deeper if we don’t give them more to go on.’
‘Yes. Well, they’ve been pretty decent so far. The Public Relations Department of the Home Office put out a mutually agreed hand-out yesterday, emphasizing that it would be unwise to display curiosity at this stage, and up to now they’ve played it down pretty well. There has been no mention anywhere of radiation. The story is that the food is simply poisoned.’
Heatherfield said: ‘But isn’t it dangerous to handle the tins on the outside, even without opening them?’
Hargreaves gestured to Gatt to answer the question. ‘There may be a risk, of course,’ agreed Gatt. ‘On the other hand, the radiation level on most of them would probably be pretty low; only when a quantity of them are stored in the same place would it start to get significant. And I think the Director is right: the risk is not nearly so great as the possibility of panic. You will appreciate, of course, that the ingestion of contaminated food is more dangerous than the effect on the human body of comparatively weak radiation from external sources. Those tins probably aren’t hot enough to push out enough radiation to do much harm. But we will have a better idea of that when we’ve completed the tests now in hand.’
‘But what about the men on the ship? They didn’t eat any of the food.’
The Director nodded. ‘Quite. But don’t forget there were two tons of the stuff in that hold; and the hold was immediately adjacent to the crew’s quarters, with only a wooden partition between.’
Heatherfield nodded. ‘I get you,’ he said. ‘So, as far as pure radiation is concerned, the places to worry about are those where the stuff is stored in bulk… wholesalers, shipping offices and so on?’
‘Yes. Even window-displays in the shops themselves, and the factories where the food is canned. The “bulk-storage” problem particularly applies to you, Mr Heatherfield, since you already know Kenya is one of Spigett’s biggest markets.’
Heatherfield spoke parenthetically to the room in general. ‘I am empowered by the Governor of Kenya to order whatever steps are necessary to deal with all circumstances arising from the present situation,’ he said, ‘and that is why I am here.’
‘Well, you’d better know what the rest of us do,’ said the Director. ‘This is Frank Gresham on my right, who is our Admin wizard, as well as the Deputy Director. God, Frank!’ he exclaimed, ‘you’re not going to smoke that foul pipe, are you?’
‘Sorry, old boy!’ said Frank, continuing unabashed with the task of stuffing in the tobacco, ‘but I can’t think without it. Dick, you’d better get that fan fixed all right! Or I won’t be the popular boy.’ He turned to Heatherfield. ‘I would hardly describe myself as a “wizard” at anything. I just plod along, doing the things which nobody else can be bothered to do. However, I should be delighted to put you in the picture regarding those who actually do the important things in this establishment. So here they are, in no particular order.
‘You know about Mr Rupert already — though I confess that I don’t altogether understand how he can possibly take down everything we’re saying, since he only presses a key every now and then. But I assure you he manages it, by some strange magic.’ Mr Rupert attempted a pleasant smile, but it came out a supercilious leer. ‘Next to him is Dick Simmel, the Director’s P.A. Get on the right side of him — he can make your stay in London a very pleasant one, and it’s his job to do so.’
Heatherfield smiled. ‘He’s already done me proud,’ he said.
‘Good. Well, he has a way with the girls in the ticket agencies; so if you want to see My Fair Lady he’s your man. Then there’s Alec Manson, across the table. He’s our research man here — quite separate from the Marsdowne establishment. As you will see, an enormous variety of work is done at the labs downstairs — anything, in fact, from testing new fluorescent materials for television screens to giving a free opinion to industrial organizations on such matters as the design of reactors, X-ray photography, “programming” — that is the word, isn’t it? — for electronic computers — even such things as radioactive gadgets for checking the “register” in printing machines. Everything of ours, in fact, that is not actually done at Marsdowne.
‘Marsdowne itself is entirely run by Jack Seff, on my right here, and is our main research establishment — the equivalent of the atomic Energy Authority’s establishment at Harwell.’
‘What is its function, then? Surely not to duplicate what they do?’
‘No. You might describe it as a ‘pure research link’ with private industry. Just as Alec examines their practical problems in the lab here, so Jack Seff helps them with basic development. Of course, the two things are very closely knit; so Jack and Alec spend a good deal of time together — in fact, Manson is up at Marsdowne two weeks in every four, and vice versa. All our heavy plant is at Marsdowne; and although it isn’t as well-equipped as Harwell, it is very advanced in certain fields.’
Heatherfield phrased his next question rather carefully. ‘Is it at Marsdowne,’ he said, ‘where most of the radioactive materials originate — I mean, those for which your department are responsible?’
Seff answered this himself. This time he seemed to be perfectly at his ease. ‘That is so,’ he affirmed. ‘The whole process of the acquiring, storing, disposal and everything else of radioactive materials is entirely my responsibility.’
There was a short, slightly tense, silence for a few seconds. The Director looked at Seff with just a faint suggestion of a smile. ‘Not forgetting,’ he added pointedly, ‘that the ultimate responsibility is mine.’
For a moment even Mr Rupert appeared to hesitate, sensing the atmosphere. Surprisingly, Manson said: ‘You should understand, Mr Heatherfield, that though responsibilities are necessarily clearly defined, we all work so closely as a team that we sometimes exchange our jobs. Last week, for instance, I personally transported, in a lead-lined truck, enough cobalt-60 to kill everyone in this room if it were to be placed in the centre of the table without any shielding. If anything had gone wrong, I would undoubtedly have taken part of the blame; but Seff would have had to take the responsibility for handing it over to me in the first place.’ He stared out of the window after this little speech.
If the Director was surprised at the generosity of this point, coming as it did from Manson, he did not show it. ‘A legitimate point, I think,’ he said. ‘But do not let us forget that at this meeting considerations of facts are of much greater significance than those of culpability. Therefore the fact that you did transport the isotope would have been more interesting to us if anything had gone wrong — which it did not — than why you did it, or whether it was your job to do it. I want to make that very clear from the start. All through this meeting, however long it goes on, I want you all to think in that objective way. Sorry, Frank; please go on.’
‘ ’T’sall right, old boy. Glad the point was made. You will no doubt be beginning to see, Mr Heatherfield, that we work very much as a team here.’
‘Yes, indeed,’ said Heatherfield. He was impressed.
‘Now, who’s left? Oh yes: the large person you see on the Director’s left is Arlen Gatt. In a way he’s like the doctor; we call him in when we get into trouble — though up to now, I’m glad to say. there has only been one real failure. But you’ll hear all about Project 3 later, no doubt. At Marsdowne Seff works to extremely wide margins, by which I mean, for example, that he keeps the radiation level down to something like fifteen per cent of the maximum safe figure. Now, he doesn’t wait for that to rise even to within a mashie shot of the danger-point before he takes action. In fact, if it goes up to thirty per cent, he shuts down and full emergency safety measures go into action. In this event Gatt drops everything and goes up there to keep an eye on things.’
Gatt took over, looking at Seff appraisingly for an instant before he directed his attention towards Heatherfield. ‘You see, this is very necessary, not because Jack can’t handle it himself but because if anything comes unstuck he automatically has his hands full. Otherwise valuable data he could obtain in the event of such a minor crisis — and the threat, by the way, is seldom to personnel but rather to valuable equipment — would have to go by the board. You can learn just as much — or more — from a situation that has got partially out of control than you can when all is serene. But you mustn’t be distracted by side-issues to the experiment in hand. When a reactor gets overheated or an experiment goes wrong, Seff is more interested in the why and the wherefore than in the crisis itself. As a matter of fact, I think Jack rather enjoys it when the mighty atom starts playing hell; it’s an exciting business when you come to grips with the unknown. Is that right, Jack?’
Seff said: ‘Certainly, we like to have fun and games.’ He permitted himself a dry smile. ‘That’s not to say I let it happen deliberately — it’s too expensive on plant. I’ve lost more metering equipment that way! But the phrase “partially out of control” needs defining. Usually it means simply that the intended result has not been obtained.’
‘What’s the worst you can get?’ asked Heatherfield. ‘An explosion?’
Gatt smiled. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, but that’s quite impossible! The sort of thing that can happen is what occurred at Windscale — due to an unexpected effect of Wigner Growth in that particular case — and of course they had some real bad luck there.’ He unscrewed the lid of a small bottle of white tablets, and downed two of them with a glass of water. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘like Gilbert Harding, I’m ‘never without ’em’. The Pile,’ he continued, ‘begins to get really hot; and like any other boiler, it starts sending ash up the chimney. The trouble is the ash is radioactive; and if your traps are designed for a certain maximum and can’t handle any more — well, the smoke’s got to come out somewhere. In any case, that sort of thing can only happen in an open-circuit pile — a different sort of set-up altogether from ours.’ He smiled wryly. ‘Not that we haven’t had our own little diversions.’
Heatherfield persisted. ‘But supposing the mechanism working the rods got stuck, what then?’ He’d got them all smiling now. Except Gatt. He suddenly seemed to have got very interested in his blotter.
Seff answered the question, his hollow cheeks relaxing into a wry grin. ‘You certainly are anticipating the worst, aren’t you? Well, you’d have to do something pretty drastic, or all hell would be let loose. Otherwise you’d have a bloody great fire on your hands and radioactive ash would be scattered all over the countryside. If that happened, you’d probably have to evacuate a pretty wide area. But it wouldn’t turn into a bomb, if that’s what you’re driving at! Have I answered your question?’
Heatherfield grinned back at him. ‘You have. And I’m sorry if I seem to be wasting your time. But the fact is, I know absolutely nothing about this subject; and if I’m going to be an intelligent observer at this meeting, I should know a little about it.’
‘Of course you must,’ said Seff. ‘It’s certainly not a waste of time. Well, to get back to Gatt. When something starts happening that we hadn’t bargained for — even if there is no increase in radiation — I pick up a phone and ask Gatt to come up. When he gets there, he puts any safety precautions into force that he considers necessary. These might include such things as stepping up the cooling system, putting additional checks on local radiation, banning personnel from certain areas and, most important of all, I think, making sure that the readings we are getting from the various metering systems are the true ones and not falsified through damage. The worst part for me is he then writes a report on the whole business, and I get hit over the head for trying unofficial experiments or putting paid to a few hundred quids’ worth of equipment.’ There was no guile or malice in this remark, and he exchanged a friendly glance with Gatt across the table. ‘However, it doesn’t happen too often, and I’ve still got the job.’
Manson added, slightly over-casually: ‘Actually it so happened that Gatt was on a visit to Calder Hall at the time of our only major accident. He didn’t get to Marsdowne till the following morning.’
‘But you were up there, weren’t you, Alec?’ Gatt spoke perfectly politely, as if he had been saying ‘you were at that party on New Years Eve’.
‘Yes,’ said Manson, ‘I was up there.’
A short silence followed. Hargreaves cleared his throat. ‘So there you have it,’ he said. ‘You know what everybody does. Simmel, you’d better go and see about some coffee. In a few minutes we’ll have a break; then we’ll get down to it in earnest, and start the story from the beginning. What time is the Spigett man due?’
‘I expect: he’s in the building by now, sir,’ said Dick, getting up.
‘Well, you’d better send him in when the coffee’s ready,’ he said. ‘Then he can get to know everybody before we resume.’
Simmel left the room and found Kate in the outside office. He ran a pencil absent-mindedly through her ginger hair, watching the tight little curls spring up again behind it. She looked up at the pencil, raising her eyes as far as they would go as if she could watch what he was doing to her hair, but she did this somehow without altering her facial expression.
‘Is all quiet on the Western From?’ she said.
‘Yes, they’re as good as gold,’ said Dick. ‘I can’t understand it. All handing out compliments and being brothers-in-arms. Even Gatt and Seff eating out of each other’s hands. I call it ominous.’
Kate raised her eyebrows thoughtfully. ‘Well, I hope it lasts,’ she said.
Dick looked down at his script-board and crossed out ‘coffee’ with a vertical line. ‘That depends on what they dig up,’ he said. ‘But meanwhile let’s make our own vital contribution to the proceedings. They want their coffee.’

CHAPTER SIX

Sydney Spigett really had started life as a barrow-boy. He was excessively proud of the fact. As he slapped you a crippling blow on the back he would boom: ‘Used to have a pitch near the Elephant, y’know. Hard times they were, old man, hard times!’ Then you would get any one of a number of those highly coloured versions of his life-story. Contradictory though they were, most of them were probably true. For Sydney Spigett was just one big contradiction. His bright green tie contradicted his mauve socks. His pretensions at being a patron of the Arts contradicted his gaudy taste in furniture. But he sold a lot of beans. ‘The war,’ he would say, in that sandpaper Cockney voice of his, ‘was the Beginning of Beans. It became the staple diet of millions. Fish and chips’ — he gestured with mutton-chop hands — ‘nothing! Phhht! You can forget ’em. You can’t put chips in a tin. The world is tin-minded now. Look at the beer. Comes in cans these days. Smart. Slick. Give the world a can-opener and you’re in business.’
At least he had made an effort, this morning, to dress in a manner suited to the occasion. For, apart from his tie and socks, his attire was modest — almost dignified. The total effect was rather incongruous, however, like a super-cinema that sprouted Doric columns in the midst of the chromium-plate. And to crown it all he wore a bowler hat that sat, exactly horizontally, upon crinkled, black-acetate hair.
‘I’m Sydney Spigett,’ he said unnecessarily.
‘I think they’re ready for you, sir,’ said Kate. ‘If you’d kindly take a seat, I’ll just go and see.’
Spigett took his hat off and sat down. Then he stood up again, as if the compressed springs of the chair had shot him up in the air by their recoil action. His stocky figure certainly looked better when standing up than sitting down. ‘Too low,’ he explained. ‘Bad for the heart. Give you thrombosis.’
Kate went in and announced him, and he walked briskly into the room and shook the Director’s hand with an iron grip. ‘Glad to meet you, Sir Robert,’ he said. ‘Coffee, eh? Thought the Civil Service always drank tea.’
‘Believe me,’ said the Director, ‘there’s very little difference between the two in our catering establishment.’ Spigett was looking round with high-pressure curiosity. ‘Hope I’m not late. Hate being late. Had a lot of press boys turn up at the flat this morning. Couldn’t get rid of them, so in the end I gave ’em breakfast. Never seen anything like it. Averaged three eggs each.’
Sir Robert smiled. ‘You’d better meet my colleagues,’ he said. ‘As a matter of fact, you have arrived at precisely the right time.’ He introduced him round. Manson and Mr Rupert had something in common at last: they both loathed Spigett on sight.
After the formalities, they all sat round the table again, Spigett sitting between Manson and Simmel. There was an expectant air prevalent in the room now; they were all waiting to see what kind of a firework display Spigett could produce.
Hargreaves said: ‘just before we paused for coffee I suggested to the meeting that we started at the very beginning of the story, following through every detail to the limit. This way I think we will arrive at the truth.’
‘Fair enough. I want to sell beans. I’m losing thousands over this. Thousands. Don’t even get any insurance. “Act of God” clause. I want the truth all right.’
Gresham puffed at his pipe and looked across the table, peering squintingly through the smoke. ‘I’m not sure about that, Mr Spigett. That is one way this meeting may help you. We will be able to discover whether what is legally known as an “act of God” applies. I dunno; it’s an interesting case. Supposing, for instance, it was found chat, for some reason, bean crops themselves were peculiarly sensitive to radioactive fail-out — particularly the strontium-90? That fall-out would not really be classed as a ‘natural phenomenon’, since it has been considerably increased by all the hydrogen-bomb tests and so on that have been made over the last twelve years or so. In that case, it would not be considered an “act of God”.’
Sir Robert said: ‘I might accuse you of raising a purely side-issue, Frank — and we haven’t got time for that, as you know — but in so doing you’ve put your finger upon what might be termed the Sixty four thousand-dollar Question.’
‘You mean ‘is it the beans or is it the cans?’ said Gatt. There was silence for a few moments.
‘I go for the cans,’ said Seff suddenly. He stubbed out a cigarette. ‘Frank’s illustration — about the beans mysteriously sucking up all the fall-out — was, of course, a piece of sheer Alice in Wonderland to demonstrate a point. But it does, in fact, demonstrate another one. As most of you know, the usual way of transferring radioactivity from one substance to another is through bombardment by neutrons. Alpha, beta, gamma rays and so on can do damage by ionisation, but do not cause the substances they attack to become radioactive themselves. Now, where do those neutrons come from? Well, fissioned uranium gives off neutrons; and so do one or two other very rare metals. We know that during the Windscale business fission products originating from uranium got on the grass; and then the cows ate it and by chemical process it got in their milk. If you drank the milk you would be subject to contamination yourself, though in that case only to a fractional degree. If Mr Spigett’s entire supply of beans came from that area and if the crop happened to have been gathered at exactly the optimum moment, the amount of radio-iodine present in them would be virtually nil, since by now it would have lost its potency. In any case, such a close watch was kept on matters up there that there would have been no question of harvesting them under such circumstances.’
‘Apart from the fact that the beans are imported,’ put in Spigett.
‘Of course. Well, you could argue that they might have come from areas that were subject to fall-out due to thermo-nuclear tests; but it is extremely unlikely.’
‘Nevertheless, a check should be made,’ said the Director.
‘Quite!’ said Seff. ‘Bui let’s assume for the moment that I am right. Well, it’s obvious that the beans can’t have been subject to contamination by natural ores. And of course the third possible source of radiation — a reactor — is a ridiculous proposition; can’t you imagine people solemnly shovelling beans into a pile at Calder Hall, cooking them inside it, and then putting them in cans?
‘Then there’s another thing — quite a different thing altogether.’ At this point he was dividing his attention mostly between Heatherfield. and Spigett. ‘We assess the effective lifetime of any radioactive substance by referring to its half-life. That’s because it keeps reducing its level of radiation by half all the time. Well, if you tried to express its total life, it would be rather like the old-picture-on-the-biscuit-tin problem — you know; on the actual tin there is a picture of a biscuit tin; so on the picture of the biscuit tin there is a picture of a picture of a biscuit tin, and so on to infinity. Eventually, of course, the pictures get so small that you can neither see them nor print them, but theoretically they are there:
Great fleas have little fleas
Upon their backs to bite ’em,
And little fleas have lesser fleas
And so ad infinitum.


‘You get the idea? The half-life, then, of strontium-90 is in the region of thirty years. That means that after this time its radiation has been reduced to half of what it was at the beginning. Quite a long time, you see. That’s why fall-out from nuclear weapons is so dangerous — not only because it is particularly strong but because it is being shoved into the atmosphere a great deal quicker than it is wearing itself out.’ He lit another cigarette. ‘Well, what about the humble bean? It can only contain a tiny amount of metal oxide — not enough to hurt anyone if it should happen to become radioactive. And its half-life, I think, would probably be pretty short. Further, if something had been deposited on it before it reached the tin, surely it would be washed off in the processing.
‘But there are other things inside the can besides the beans. There’s usually some juice of some sort. Well, supposing something in that juice was capable of dissolving some component of the can so that some of it was transferred to the juice itself?’
‘You mean,’ put in Gatt, ‘the tin-plate on the inside of the tin?’
‘Yes, or some kind of coating. If that coating were radioactive, the food would now be contaminated. Do you agree so far?’
Gatt smiled. ‘It’s vintage Seff,’ he said.
‘Very well,’ agreed the Director. ‘Tins it is. But just to make sure we’ll also check on the origin of the beans. Manson, have you started the tests on the sample consignment of the product?’
‘They’d doing it now.’
‘Good. Let me know as soon as you get results.’ He paused. ‘I must say,’ he added, ‘it seems strange that such mundane and insignificant little objects as baked beans could have been at the bottom of all this.’
‘They may be mundane and insignificant,’ said Spigett indignantly, ‘but they’re big money.’
The Director had made his first diplomatic blunder.
* * *
After the meeting had broken up for lunch, the Director cornered Seff privately. Seff was on the defensive: he knew something was coming.
‘You realise,’ said Hargreaves, ‘that you should never have handed over that capsule of cobalt-60 to Manson, up at Marsdowne? He said just now that he personally brought it here in the shielded truck.’
‘That’s right; he did.’
‘Couldn’t you have sent Selgate?’
‘I needed him at the plant.’
‘Did Manson sign for the cobalt?’
‘I expect so.’
‘But you don’t know?’
Seff was becoming irritable. ‘Manson and I work as a team, Sir Robert. That’s what you want, isn’t it?’
The Director put a friendly hand on his arm. ‘Of course, Jack. But what I’m trying to show you is that you can’t take chances — even with Manson, or myself, or Gatt. It might conceivably look as if you were a little bit casual about such things.’
Seff stiffened. He was angry now, and his next words came out like ice-cubes. ‘You didn’t say anything a few minutes ago, Sir Robert, when Manson brought it up at the meeting.’
‘Exactly,’ said the Director. ‘And, don’t forget; it was Manson who brought it up.’
Seff stared at him uncomprehendingly. ‘I don’t see—’ His face tautened. ‘I would have been far more inclined to place a sinister interpretation on it if Gatt had said it.’
‘Why?’
‘Why!’ He turned away. ‘I can think of at least one good reason.’
Hargreaves spoke gently. ‘Jack, don’t you think we should leave personal matters out of this?’
‘Can one leave personal matters out of it? Can the others?’
Hargreaves moved over to the window, so that Seff was forced to look directly at him. ‘Well, if you mean what I think you mean I don’t agree with it, Seff. In any event, I can promise you one thing: so long as I am Director of the Commission, no personal issue is going to affect my judgment. So for heaven’s sake let’s try to be civilised about it. I only warned you with reference to Manson’s remark because you were technically at fault in failing to issue the radio-isotope officially, and you cannot afford to leave yourself open. None of us can. Am I right?’
Seff permitted himself a grim little smile. ‘Let’s go to lunch, Sir Robert.’
* * *
The oddest friendship imaginable had sprung up between Gatt and Spigett. For by the time lunch was over they obviously enjoyed each other’s company hugely — one a Fellow of Trinity Cambridge and the other an ex-barrow-boy from the Elephant and Castle. Even Kate, who was used to practically anything, was a little startled as they stepped out of the lift together, both rocking with laughter.
‘So this bloke,’ Spigett was saying, ‘pays for the haddock — a real whopper, by the way! — and. asks the fishmonger if he wouldn’t mind keeping it on the counter with all the other fishes, until he gets back from the rest of his shopping, see. About an hour later the bloke comes back, suddenly snatches the haddock and runs like hell down the Old Kent Road. Pandemonium! Everybody starts chasing him and shouting “Stop, thief” and the police join in too — all except the wretched fishmonger. Well, eventually the coppers drag the man back to the fish-shop with a triumphant flourish, whereupon the fishmonger, in a still, small voice, says: “It’s his fish!” ’ Spigett laughed uproarously at his own story, and Gatt found himself laughing almost as much, partly because Spigett looked so incredibly funny. ‘Oh, we used to get up to some larks in those days, I can tell you!’ They had reached Hargreaves’ office now, the first to arrive; and there, rotating at a leisurely pace, was the celebrated fan. It was one of those big affairs that are more often seen in the East. It looked curiously out of place in the Director’s very modern office.
‘Stripe me pink!’ exclaimed Sydney Spigett. ‘How did that thing get up there?’
‘Director’s orders,’ said Gatt.
‘Was it there before lunch?’
‘No; they must have just finished installing it.’
‘Well, thank God for that! For a moment it had me worried. What’s it for, anyway? Has someone forecast a heat-wave?’
‘It’s for blowing tobacco smoke round and round the room, instead of leaving it where it is.’
Spigett’s face only showed intense interest. ‘Is that good? Is it scientific?’
Gatt said: ‘No; it isn’t good, and it isn’t in the least scientific. Everybody has an idiosyncrasy; this is Sir Robert’s little bit of fun.’
Spigett had found the control on the wall by means of which you could speed up the fan or slow it down. He played with it for a while, until he had it fairly whizzing round. ‘It’s good, this fan,’ said Spigett, ‘I like it. Everybody should have one.’ He turned the switch back to normal again.
‘You won’t think so after a while,’ said Gatt. ‘When we’ve been at it a few days—’
‘A few days? You don’t mean to say that this is going to go on for days, do you?’
‘I’m afraid so. This fact-finding is a long process.’
‘I should bloody well think it is! So what’s wrong with the fan?’
‘It squeaks.’
Spigett listened intently for a few moments, then smiled triumphantly. ‘So it does!’ he exclaimed. Then the smile disappeared again, as if it had never been there. What of it?’
The effect of Spigett’s fleeting change of expression, thought Gatt, was disconcerting. It suggested, perhaps, that his bonhomie was a veneer, concealing a very different type of person underneath. Something to note and watch out for. Gatt wandered over to his place at the table and sat down. He said: ‘Just a source of maddening irritation, Spigett. Like many other things — including the little mannerisms of our opposite numbers — it will get on everyone’s nerves. You’ll begin to hate this room, with everything and everyone in it. Because when people begin to get jumpy, it is the little things that are thrown up in relief.’ And, he thought to himself, when people’s nerves get on edge, the truth will begin to emerge. The others were starting to drift into the room now. It amused Gatt to see them react to the newly installed fan. Seff looked up at it cynically, as if it represented something ridiculous. He stood for a moment, his feet together, leaning on his heels so that his slim, wiry frame was arched slightly backwards. Then he seemed to give a tiny, inward laugh, shrugging his shoulders almost imperceptibly as he did so, and walked to his place. Alec Manson came next, followed by Sir Robert. Manson saw the fan, and turned round as if he were about to say something to the Director. Then he thought better of it — perhaps remembering that he had been the only one who had laughed so conspicuously at the Director’s feeble joke.
Frank Gresham said: ‘Ah, Simmel, I see you’ve done your stuff with the doings. Just like old times — we used to have one like that at the club in Delhi. It was hot there though!’ He spotted Gatt and went over to him. ‘I don’t think I’ll go to the Springles’ party tonight, Arlen. I’m a bit past that sort of thing.’
Gatt looked relaxed when he smiled. ‘It’s somewhat below my age-group, too,’ he conceded, ‘but I’ve got to go. Jack made me promise over lunch.’
Seff spoke from across the table. ‘For God’s sake, do come, Arlen. I’m no good at that sort of thing, and if you don’t show up I’ll have no one to talk to.’ That danger note crept into his voice. ‘And nor will Angela.’
Gresham said: ‘Well, I’ve got out of it pretty neatly. I’m sending young Simmel along with that nice secretary. It’s Dick’s job to look after Heatherfield, so they’ll have my car.’
Heatherfield, who had just entered, heard this remark. ‘I hope I don’t cramp their style!’ he said. ‘Three in a car is sometimes a crowd.’
Frank replied with a twinkle. ‘They can always drop you home first!’ Dick shuffled noisily with papers, pretended not to hear. The remark embarrassed him, and he didn’t know why.
Mr Rupert, as before, was the last to arrive. He took one look at the fan and said ‘Great Heavens!’ — then sat down in front of his machine.
‘Right!’ said Hargreaves. ‘Let’s get on with it.’ Gresham muttered a few more words to Gatt, then walked round behind the Director and resumed his seat.
‘I now have before me,’ said the Director, ‘some dates and details concerning various batches and consignments of the tinned food. From this — with Mr Spigett’s help — we will, I hope, be able to work out where the contaminated cans have been sent.’ He paused and looked round the table. ‘The dates I have been furnished with do, I am afraid, confirm some of our worst fears. It seems that the particular batch concerned was canned in the summer of 1957. Therefore we are up against a serious cumulative effect; for the beans in question have been on the market for nearly eighteen months.’
‘God!’ said Seff under his breath. Then: ‘How many tins in the batch?’
Spigett answered this himself. ‘About two hundred thousand,’ he said.
No one spoke for a moment. The Director cleared his throat. ‘Of course, we do not know for certain that the entire batch is contaminated.’
‘Have we any reason,’ said Gatt, ‘for supposing it is not?’
‘The only way I can answer your question,’ answered Hargreaves, ‘is to say that we must assume that it is until we find out to the contrary. But I can say that it is hard to visualise how an accident could have occurred that would render such a large number of cans radioactive to a dangerous level.’
‘On the other hand,’ said Gatt thoughtfully, ‘if some of them are and some are not, how will the public know the difference between them?’
* * *
‘Golly!’ said Kate, as the car whooshed up to the front door, ‘what a set-up!’
Before them lay a large concrete bungalow, with enormous frameless windows emitting bright columns of light on to the gravel drive, and beyond it to the small well-laid-out garden that flanked the by-pass. A hi-fi record player was giving forth some cool piano-playing (Oscar Peterson, Simmel noted with approval), and there was a general babble of cocktail conversation. Simmel switched off the ignition and climbed out, opened the door for Heatherfield. The Seffs’ car pulled up immediately behind them. Gatt was driving, and Simmel knew why. If Jack had too much to drink during the evening it would seem less pointed for Gatt to drive them home if the car key was in his possession.
A man in some sort of uniform came out of the house. ‘I’ll go and park the cars for you,’ he said, ‘if you will all come straight in.’ So Gatt had to hand the keys over to him. Seff, who knew Gatt’s views on his driving under such circumstances, looked on, amused. Then he assisted Angela out of his somewhat low-slung car.
Ed and June Springle met them all just inside the door. Introductions. And at the end of them no one was the wiser who didn’t know everybody already, because nobody ever is. But Springle spotted that Heatherfield was the man he had been asked to fuss a bit, so he escorted him to the bar and gave him a drink, while a waiter looked after the others.
‘You’re from Kenya?’
Heatherfield nodded. ‘I’m just over here on a job. Probably going back there in a couple of weeks.’
‘You like it?’
‘God’s country.’
‘All we “Africans” think the same about our particular bit.’
‘Are you from the Union?’
Springle played chess with his glass. ‘Yes. Lived in Jo’burg until recently. Then last year we packed up all our furniture and the blue-prints of our bungalow, and put up an identical one here in Esher — I took a job with the Atomic Development Commission.’ He added: ‘The climate’s not as good, but the politics are a lot better.’ Ed sipped a Tom Collins thoughtfully. ‘Of course, you could say that just pulling out — like I have done — is hardly the answer.’
‘I doubt whether you would have achieved much by staying.’
‘Thank you for that! But others are fighting Segregation: they’re burning their fingers, but they’re fighting it. My plea is the same old excuse — I’ve got a wife to think about. Trying to bust myself and my family against a brick wall wouldn’t have helped anybody very much.’ He paused, and the record changed in the hi-fi. After the music had begun again he added: ‘Maybe I’ll go back there one day. But I’ll go on my own. June is too valuable a property to get mixed up in that sort of thing, especially now that Number One offspring is on the way — due any moment, in fact, as you will see! Forgive me if I seem rather unbearably proud of it.’
There came a sudden, concerted laugh from one corner of the room. Seff was at the centre of it. ‘Jack seems to be in good form tonight! I do hope… oh well.’ He brightened up again. ‘Come on, I want you to meet June — while there’s still time! It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if we had to make a hectic exit for the nursing-home before the evening’s out!’
* * *
‘Am I allowed to ask questions?’ asked Angela. The pose she had taken up by the mantelpiece was unconscious.
Arlen looked at her slant-wise. ‘It depends on the questions,’ he said. ‘But if you mean how is it going for Jack, the answer is that so far his conduct has been impeccable.’
She looked thoughtfully across the room at her husband, and without looking back at Gatt she said: ‘He certainly seems all right at the moment.’
‘Yes; he seems so very sure that nothing went wrong up at Marsdowne. I wish I was — especially since it is now established that the trouble started just about the time of the Project 3 episode.’
‘His worst patch,’ said Angela quietly.
At the mention of Project 3, Manson, though he was standing a good six feet away, pricked up his ears as if he had a radio permanently tuned to that wavelength. ‘Trust him!’ said Angela under her breath. Manson came over and joined them.
‘It’s funny you should mention Project 3,’ he said, staring hard at his glass. ‘I was just thinking about it.’
‘And what,’ said Gatt without enthusiasm, ‘were your thoughts?’
‘Well, with due respect to Mrs Seff, I was thinking, to be quite honest, that the ill-fated experiment might have had something to do with the present situation.’ He warmed to the theme. ‘You see, I always thought it strange that he got a reaction from it at all, if he really did what he said he did.’
‘Exactly what do you mean?’
Angela said: ‘If you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll go and join my husband.’
Manson was effusive. ‘Good Lord, please don’t misunderstand me, Mrs Seff. I wasn’t suggesting—’
She tossed some exquisite blonde hair out of her eyes, and stood, poised over him. ‘It’s simply that I’m not much good at technical conversations,’ she explained. And smiling slightly at Gatt for a moment, she turned and left them.
Gatt said: ‘Just what are you suggesting, Alec?’
‘Oh, nothing.’ He looked down at his glass again.
‘You must have meant something by that remark.’
‘Well, if you really want to know, I made a few calculations of my own. You know, don’t you, that I didn’t agree with Seffs design?’
‘I remember your saying something of the sort.’
Manson smiled archly. ‘I always say what I think, you know. Always been my policy.’
‘What was wrong with the design?’
‘The moderator. The way he’d got it the pile was well below critical mass.’
‘Well, in that event,’ said Gatt impatiently, ‘what are you beefing about? If that had been so, the thing would have been dead as a dodo. You could have put a baby inside it: he was only using natural uranium.’
‘Yes,’ said Alec, suddenly looking up from his glass. ‘And yet it blew up. Odd, isn’t it?’
* * *
June Springle was attractive in that rare, tranquil way that some young women arc when they are pregnant. She had only to cross the room for you to know, intuitively, what kind of woman she was; for she walked with poise and a complete lack of awkwardness, neither advertising nor concealing the fact that she carried a baby inside her. But even without the advantage of forthcoming motherhood, she was the sort of woman whom other women liked, just as she liked other women. She liked Angela, for that matter; partly because she had nothing to be jealous about, and partly because she had the gift of ignoring both gossip and outward appearances — and both these things applied in Angela’s case. Theoretically, Mrs Seff should have put her back up; in practice, she was a true friend. June looked what she was — a girl who had been brought up where the sun shone.
She saw Ed’s signal and went over to meet Heatherfield. Heatherfield would bore her — she knew that instinctively — but she would never show it, either deliberately or otherwise.
For June Springle, who was way, way down the social list, was a lady.
‘I hope all this din isn’t driving you mad!’ she said, though only raising her voice a few decibels above its normal tone. ‘I’ve never heard a louder record. But it seems to be traditional these days to have the “player” going mercilessly whenever anyone breathes the word “cocktail party”!’
‘Don’t worry,’ said Heatherfield, smiling, ‘hi-fi has even penetrated into darkest Africa. You may have to go half-way into the jungle to make use of the “usual offices”, but inside the wooden shack of a house there is sure to be a twelve-watt amplifier and a reflex speaker cabinet, even if the whole shooting match has to run off a car battery. It’s a sign of the times.’
He was thinking how strange it was that this townified creature was reared in the same continent as he. Would she know, he wondered, the call of the Bell Bird, the hiss of a snake, the bite of the Jigger? Or had she left the chrome civilisation of Jo’burg, on picnic occasions, only to drive in a convertible through the National Park? Still, he thought, when down to something like her normal dimensions she must be quite some piece of woman. Not as alluring, perhaps, as the Seff woman, but still the kind you thought about when you had been on safari for a month with only a couple of would-be hunters and a few tribesmen for company.
The fact that the Springles were obviously carrying out someone’s specific request to make a fuss of him did not irritate him; he recognised it for what it was — kindness and hospitality, to be faced with humility and tolerance. The fact that he would far rather have been left to his own devices was beside the point; he would have done exactly the same thing if he had been in their shoes.
‘I find it fascinating,’ he said, ‘that you uprooted everything from one continent and transplanted it to another.’
June smiled. ‘It’s hard to realise,’ she said, ‘that this is not the same house. It is, of course, an exact replica of our bungalow in the Union. It’s funny to think that the original one is still there, being lived in by complete strangers. It probably looks quite different now — the furniture will be someone else’s, the walls will be different colours, their favourite flowers will have given the place a different scent.’ She saw his expression. ‘You must think us a bit silly, I think! Perhaps a little pretentious, too. But when you get used to a place, and you like it, and you’re happy in it — well, you cling to those things. We loved Africa, you see; and I confess that England means much less to us than it should — after all, we should be grateful to the English because they believe in the things we believe in, and have allowed us to go on living our life as we like to live it. But I doubt if they would blame us for trying to bring a little bit of Africa with us!’
‘I understand,’ said Heatherfield. But she knew that he did not. She knew he was thinking ‘these people have money: how happy would they be together without it?’ She knew this, but she forgave it; because Mr Heatherfield was a rather conventional person and that was the conventional point of view.
* * *
‘This is about the swellest party I’ve ever been to!’ said Kate. ‘It makes me feel rather a mouse. Everybody else conveys the impression of just having stepped off a plane.’
‘Most of them have,’ said Dick. ‘You’re quite right; we’re both mouses. Don’t you realise how wonderful it is to be supremely unimportant? Let’s dance: I like this record — it’s Dave Brubeck.’
She continued the conversation without a pause; as if they were still sitting down. ‘It’s funny,’ she said, ‘there’s nothing arrogantly top-drawer about most of the people here, yet they make me feel what people used to call bourgeois. Do you know what I mean?’
‘I know exactly what you mean. You’ve had too much Chelsea, my girl. All those parties with gin in cracked cups. Now you think you’re still sipping from the same thick kitchenware, whereas everybody else is using elegant crystal glass.’
‘That’s exactly it!’ she exclaimed. ‘What’s the cure?’
‘The cure,’ he said, ‘is to have another gin — and out of a proper glass, too. Add the ice and the sliver of lemon, and you’re one of them. It’s quite simple, really; like the conjurer who keeps talking so that you don’t see what he’s got up his sleeve.’
‘It’s not,’ she said definitely. In brackets she thought: Dick does dance well. ‘It’s not the answer; the people here aren’t playing a part. Take the Springles — they’re as natural as boy-meets-girl. Or Anglea Seff; she doesn’t have to hear the tinkle of ice-cubes to help her fit into the scenery. Or Poor George.’
He grinned at her. ‘How do you know Poor George?’
‘Because I’m always having to fix appointments with him. Half the Department seems to be on his books.’
‘Where did he get his nickname? He’s certainly not poor financially — he’s one of the most expensive dentists who ever pulled a tooth.’
‘Didn’t you know?’ said Kate. ‘He’s called Poor George because he’s been in love with June Springle since the year dot. He knew them in South Africa, and like an obedient spaniel he followed them here. And you see? There he sits following June about the room with his eyes — baby and all! But he’s quite natural, you see, and he fits. He’s the man at the party who’s in love with his hostess.’
‘Well, we fit, too. We’re the young couple who nobody knows from Adam.’
‘Dick, why do we talk such absolute rubbish?’
‘Because it’s fun. Look at poor Gatt. He never talks rubbish. And he’s absolutely miserable.’
They danced on for a few bars without speaking. Kate’s brow, normally unfurrowed and therefore lending her rather a dead-pan expression, pinched into a tiny frown. One of her larger freckles, situated just above her nose, disappeared into the little trough that was formed.
‘You’re thinking,’ said Dick.
‘I was wondering what Manson was saying to Gatt a few minutes ago.’
‘Oh, you noticed them talking too! I’ve no idea what was going on, but I didn’t like the way Angela suddenly walked away.’
Kate’s eyes were focused searchingly on to his. ‘Everybody’s watching everybody else,’ she observed. ‘I’m glad we’re only “mouses”; the cats are frightened.’ She changed the subject abruptly. ‘Are you going to take me home?’ She wanted him to.
‘I think that might be arranged. We’ll drop off old Heatherfield first. Will your mother mind?’
‘I think she’d be rather surprised if you didn’t! I expect the coffee will be bubbling in the percolator.’
They danced close together, she smiling up at him, he wondering exactly what his own feelings were.
He didn’t think they were the same as hers.
* * *
It was towards the end of the party that Angela wandered over to Ed’s built-in bar to join Gatt. He stood there alone, his glass empty in his hand. Angela sat on one of the stools beside him. She said nothing for a while, just letting the dance music from the record-player swirl around them. For a long time she sat there, watching Gatt, till the noise of the party was forgotten and only the empty glass seemed important. ‘Let me fix you another drink,’ she said at last.
Arlen spoke without looking at her. ‘No, thanks.’
She smiled and got up from the stool. ‘Well, I’m going to have one, anyway.’ Arlen watched her silently as she poured herself a long one. ‘What have you been thinking about,’ she asked him, dispensing some ice with a large pair of silver tongs, ‘all hunched up by the bar?’
‘You really want to know?’ he said, smiling.
‘No, I guess not.’ She drank thoughtfully. ‘The trouble with you is you’re too civilised. You never really flip, do you? You’d feel much better if you let yourself really get high once in a while.’
Gatt blew a smoke-ring and idly watched its course across the bar until it disintegrated. ‘I tried that once. I spent an evening with a bottle of Cognac and got “good and high” — as you would call it. And when I recovered, rather late the next day, I asked myself where it had got me. The only result, you see, was a broken decanter and some rather horrified friends.’
‘They couldn’t have known you very well.’
‘Not that well, no.’
She said: ‘Back in Canada I saw a man get like that once. Like your friends, I was pretty horrified. It was only long afterwards that I discovered why he was like that.’
‘What was his problem?’
‘Well, it doesn’t matter very much what it was, does it? The point is, he had one.’
‘Quite.’ Gatt gave her a funny sort of smile. ‘I’ll have that drink now, Angela.’
‘Good.’ She knew he was more relaxed now. He waited till she had poured it out in the proportions he liked. Then they clinked glasses.
‘Angela, about Jack.’ Her eyes registered caution. Arlen reassured her. ‘It’s all right; I don’t listen to Alec. He’s never said anything about anyone in his life without having some angle of his own.’
‘Go on.’
Gatt spoke thoughtfully. ‘If I can persuade Jack to go up to Marsdowne for a thorough check-over, will you go with him?’
‘You mean, to keep him out of trouble?’
‘If you have to put it like that, yes.’
‘Sure I’ll go. If he will have me. The trouble is, he’ll know why I’m going. I haven’t spent much time up there lately.’ The words spoke for themselves. ‘Still, it would be the lesser of two evils even if he gets wise to it.’ She looked at him very directly. ‘You’re not going to strip down that Project 3 thing, are you?’
He looked thoughtful. ‘I don’t think it would be possible. I wish to hell I could.’
‘But you said—’
‘My dear Angela, don’t jump to conclusions all the time!’
She stared at him.

III. THE SECOND DAY


CHAPTER SEVEN

It was no secret in the Department that Alec Manson was jealous of Jack Seff.
Whereas it was probably true that Manson was the only person in the entire Department who considered that he was of comparable ability, Alec had among his allies those who felt that he made up for his inferior attributes as a scientist by his more reliable qualities as a man.
Admittedly, to put it charitably, he was rather anxious to please; but then, surely, it was right to give all he’d got in a manner that was palatable to the Director? Seff, he considered, was too much of an individual, too independent, too purely scientific. Well, everybody knew that politics were just as important as the job itself. What was the good of carrying out experiments, however exciting and important, if you couldn’t sell the ideas that emerged from them? Seff, in his view, was more out for himself and his own nebulous dreams than he was for the Department.
Sir Robert, as it happened, saw things a little differently. He would no more have dreamed of putting Alec in charge of Marsdowne than he would young Simmel. Manson was useful enough, with supervision. But his attitude to research was unimaginative. He would discover one way of doing something, and think it the only way. He ignored digressions, forgetting that sometimes an unexpected result could lead to an important discovery. And if he was carrying out experiments for some specific purpose, he was inclined to force the evidence to point towards the required result, instead of waiting to see what really happened. He had knowledge and ability, but no flair.
With Seff, the faults were all on the other side. As a pure research scientist he was unquestionably brilliant, and his very brilliance rendered him a bit of a question-mark when matters of simple common sense and routine came up. The humdrum things bored him; he couldn’t be bothered with them. Yet the nature of his responsibilities demanded that he saw them through.
Moreover, Sir Robert was well aware, without any prompting from Gatt, of Seff’s drinking habits, and had become increasingly worried about them. But it seemed that Seff had pulled himself together of late. All the same, it had been his intention to promote Selgate, step by step, so that eventually he would take over all administrative control of Marsdowne, leaving Seff free to concentrate entirely on research. This was the logical and sensible thing to do, and had Frank Gresham’s full approval — and, after all, it was Frank’s function in life to look after all administration. In this event, Selgate would become directly responsible to London for all dangerous materials issued or lent to private industry. But such changes took time. Now he wished that he had put the new system into operation a lot sooner.
Something that needed watching, thought Hargreaves, was the personal situation developing between Manson and Seff — even if it was entirely on one side. For, oddly enough, Seff hadn’t even noticed that Manson was after his job. He was too blinded by the situation over Angela to see the obvious…
* * *
Simmel was not required to attend all sessions of the meeting. In his capacity as P.A., there were other things to do. The special catering requirements were in his hands. So, too, were all arrangements for transport, official entertainment and press conferences — and the press could neither be held at bay nor pushed on to the A.E.A. for ever. A press conference was therefore arranged to take place in the afternoon. There was also the matter of liaison with the services and the Ministry to organize for Gresham, so that he could spend the maximum time at the meeting and the minimum hanging on the end of telephone lines. All this on top of the Director’s own personal and semi-personal affairs.
Such matters kept him away from the building until after eleven, where he eventually arrived, on the second day of the meeting, in the Director’s official car, and received the usual uncertain treatment from the commissionaire, who never could quite decide whether he should benefit from deferential treatment or not. He thought probably not; but it was better to be on the safe side. Simmel, who rather enjoyed keeping him guessing, had never clarified the situation.
The man opened the door for him. ‘Good morning, Mr Simmel,’ he said.
‘Morning, Sergeant Drake,’ said Dick. ‘Hallo, you’ve got a new medal! What’s that one for?’
‘We call that the Strand Medal.’
‘What’s it mean? That you’ve been a good boy?’
The commissionaire smiled slightly. ‘You’ve got to be a “good boy” for ten years to wear this one.’
‘How on earth do you do it?’
‘It’s a matter of moderation, sir.’
Simmel stepped into the lift. ‘I’m afraid I’m not very moderate about anything, Drake! I either do it or I don’t do it. If you follow.’
The lift doors met exactly at the centre of Sergeant Drake’s broad grin.
Dick kissed Kate on the top of her head, and she didn’t react but said, ‘Manson wants to stage a demonstration with a geiger counter this afternoon. He wants the one from the No. 2 lab, and also a couple of Spigett’s tins, unopened — one “hot” and one innocuous. And let me see… yes: a can-opener and two dinner-plates.’
‘What’s he want to do — poison everybody?’
‘Perhaps. He could start on a man who takes a girl home and nearly falls asleep before he’s even kissed her good night.’
‘Sorry. I’ve had rather a tough time these last few days.’
She turned to burrow in a filing cabinet. ‘I think I’d prefer it without the excuses,’ she said.
He gave her a pat, said ‘Don’t be an ass’ and went through to the Director’s office. Kate sat down, wondering what it all meant and knowing what it all meant and sat down at her desk again. She stared gloomily at the electric clock on the wall but wasn’t wondering what the time was.
She must have been gazing at it like that for at least a minute when the phone rang. She snapped herself out of it and picked up the receiver.
‘This is Ed Springle.’ She recognized his voice from the previous evening. Are they in conference?’
‘Yes, Mr Springle.’
‘What time do they break?’
‘They usually have coffee round about this time. But I haven’t had word yet.’
‘I see. Well, something’s come up. Something important, I think.’ There came a pause at the other end of the line. ‘Look, I’d better give you the gist of it, then I suggest you write it down and take in a note to Arlen. Are you the girl who came to our party last night — with that P.A. fellow?’
‘Yes, we were there.’ She was at a loss. Embarrassed, she began to stumble over some words of thanks.
He interrupted her. ‘Thought so. Glad to have you. So I’m not talking to just a voice, anyway. You got your pad ready?’
‘All ready.’
‘Now you take this down in your own way; I never could dictate. A friend of mine has just got back from a visit to the Union — he went out there to collect material for a newspaper column. Well, he remembers meeting Arlen Gatt and some of the others at a cocktail party of mine, and that’s principally why he rang me up — you see, he didn’t know where to find your outfit, and when he heard about all the panic he remembered something. His name is Ganin — get it? — Mike Ganin.
‘Mike used to work at a steel foundry in the Midlands — one of those independent places where they produce special steels for specific requirements. It’s called the Newlands Steel Company. Are you with me so far?’
‘I’ve got it, Mr Springle.’
‘People who come to my parties have to call me Ed. Okay. Ganin had a special job there — incidentally, he has a physics degree, and has played around with neutrons, protons and all the other trons quite a bit.
‘To cut a long story short, there was some trouble at Newlands. A lot of trouble. And Mike had to leave. You’ll guess what it was all about when you meet him.’ He spoke as if it angered him in some way. But he continued: ‘Mike will give you all the details when he arrives — he’s on the boat, train from Liverpool at the moment, but he should check in at the Department this afternoon; he’s going straight there.’
Kate said: ‘Have you any more details about this?’ She couldn’t quite say ‘Ed’, so she left out the name altogether.
‘Yes, a lot more. But I’d rather they had it from Mike direct; and in any case it’s technical, and you’re not too technical, are you?’ He didn’t wait for her reply. ‘I can’t stand technical women, anyway — June wouldn’t know Zeta from a doughnut at a coffee-stand. If Gatt wants any more information from me, he can call me back at my office. Otherwise I suggest they wait until Mike gets there. Now, do you think you can put Arlen in the picture?’
Kate said she thought she could. She added politely, ‘Any news about Mrs Springle?’
* * *
Simmel rejoined the meeting after lunch, and informed the Director that the arrangements were completed for a short press conference at 4.30. ‘Upstairs in the main conference room, sir.’
‘I hope you made it clear to the Press Office that we must get rid of them in half an hour?’
‘Very clear, Sir Robert. Also that their copy is not to be released until we give the okay.’
‘Good.’ He smiled slightly. ‘Well, even in the period of thirty swift minutes we should be able to give them plenty to think about!’ He spoke to the room in general. ‘Now, here are some facts and figures that have come through since lunch about the actual proportion of the batch of 210,000 tins that are likely to have been affected. This morning, under the supervision of Alec here, one thousand tins selected over wide areas from various retailers and wholesalers that are thought to have been part of the batch, were put through the Railton Sorter — that is, a machine which passes objects along a moving band and separates those which are radioactive from those which are not. If there have been no errors in the batch-numbers, these figures are about the only encouraging feature of this ghastly mess — for only about twelve per cent of them appeared to be affected. This suggests that a different metal was used in the manufacture of these tins than was in the others. Mr Spigett, is it the practice of your firm to use cans with some kind of inner coating?’
Sydney Spigett stopped doodling on the pad with a start. ‘I’m sorry! What’s that you say?’
Sir Robert repeated the question with no sign of impatience.
‘Yes,’ said Spigett. ‘It prevents the food getting that tangy taste when the lid’s left open. Also it preserves some types of food longer.’
‘Right. So there is a definite line of investigation that we must follow up immediately. Mr Spigett, do you happen to know offhand where you purchased the metal for this particular batch of tins?’
Spigett yawned, then hastily smothered it. ‘I haven’t a clue. Don’t forget, when I mentioned the figure of 210,000 tins I was referring to a batch actually canned. The supply of empty cans wouldn’t necessarily correspond to this. We have two standard sizes of tins, and we keep a reasonable stock of them both at the factory. And since we make our own, we also have a floating stock of sheet-metal.’
For the first time the Director showed some irritation. ‘Well, I wish you’d said that before, Mr Spigett. Because it may mean that other batches are affected — either the one immediately before or the one after.’
‘I should have thought it was obvious,’ said Spigett. ‘You don’t order exactly the amount of metal you need for canning a batch of beans, and then sit around on your backside waiting for it to come in.’
‘Can you find out what products were canned immediately before and after the two hundred thousand odd in question? I take it that you use your plant to cope with one lot at a time?’
‘That’s it. We do them in rotation — beans, then, maybe, the soups, then spaghetti and so on. Yes, I can find that out tomorrow.’
The Director stubbed out a cigarette with deliberation. ‘Mr Spigett, I don’t think you quite realise the urgency of this matter. Human lives are at stake. Can’t you get those facts immediately?’
‘Are you kidding? If you don’t think I realise the urgency, I wish you knew what this business had done to my sales! Now you’re asking me to jeopardize some more of my products.’
The Director’s voice had become dangerously quiet. ‘Yes, that’s what I’m asking. I’m asking you, at the moment, Mr Spigett.’
Spigett stood up. He looked very different now from the jovial ex-barrow-boy who had been laughing and joking with them all the previous day. His face was puce with rage. ‘Are you threatening me?’
‘No. I’m not threatening you, I’m telling you. I can perfectly easily close down your entire factory today if I think it necessary. Naturally I don’t want to take such a step. But I will if I have to.’
‘I see,’ said Spigett. ‘I see. I give you all my co-operation, and you take that attitude. It’s all very well for you. I have over a thousand employees to think of. They depend on me to pay their rent, to keep their wives and families. Now you want to put me out of business!’ He stood there, wanting to walk out, but realising at the same time that it would not be in his interests to do so.
The Director spoke gently. ‘Look, Spigett. Be reasonable! Tempers have been a bit frayed all round today — indeed, it is not surprising; I expected it. We are all under very considerable strain. And naturally you have the interests of your workers at heart.’ He managed to keep any suggestion of satire out of his voice when he said this, but it was an effort. ‘I’m simply appealing to you for help. Unluckily, it was your product that became infected. It probably wasn’t through any fault of yours, and you must feel very bitter about it; I know I would. But the unpleasant fact remains: the reputation of Spigett’s Canned Foods is at stake. Our only chance to restore the damage, both to your company and to public safety in general, is to pull together. A new fact has emerged. It is that the amount of sheet-metal affected may not correspond to the number in the batch. Of course, I should have realised this sooner; it was my stupidity. But now that we know this, am I not justified in asking you to find out where, if anywhere, the rest of the metal went — if there was, in fact, any remaining?’
Spigett seemed mollified. He sat down as suddenly as he had stood up. ‘You’re right, Gatt,’ he said irrelevantly, ‘that bloody fan does squeak.’ He turned back to the Director. He was almost his jovial self again. ‘Sir Robert,’ he said, ‘I like you. You’re a man after my own heart. Outspoken. We understand each other.’ For one ridiculous moment it looked as if he were about to offer him a seat on the Board of Spigett’s Canned Foods. But he said: ‘I see your point of view. You’ve got your angle, and I’ve got mine. Very well, I will find out. We will get to the bottom of this. If Mr Simmel can phone my factory manager for me, he can give all the details you want.’
The Director beamed back with a friendliness he didn’t feel. But he was satisfied that a dangerous peak in the curve had been passed. The control rods were now safely back in the pile. ‘Dick, will you place yourself at Mr Spigett’s disposal? Naturally we do not want him to leave the meeting at an important time like this.’ Spigett seemed pleased at the implication that he was indispensable.
Dick walked round the table and stood by the canning magnate, who told him quietly what to do. Now that Spigett’s sense of importance was established, he was back in his element. It almost made up for any business he might lose if they were to find that more of the stuff was contaminated…
* * *
When Manson saw that Ganin was coloured, he was careful to conceal his feelings until he had an opportunity of finding out what the others felt about it. So he was polite but withdrawn, ready, when the occasion arose, to discuss the matter at length behind Ganin’s back but determined to leave the initiative to someone else. He had already felt the Director’s critical eye on him on more than one occasion. As it happened, much to his annoyance none of the others even appeared to notice Ganin was a black man at all. Which was odd, because the pigmentation in Mike’s skin was exceptionally dark.
Simmel had made an extra place for Ganin between Heatherfield and Mr Rupert; and Heatherfield was chatting to him while Seff talked in an undertone to Frank Gresham. The Director was standing at the window with Seff, and Gatt was poring over some plans of Newlands Steel Works, with Alec Manson half concentrating on the plans and half wondering what Seff was saying to the Director. It was unusually hot for a spring afternoon, and they were all quite glad of the fan.
‘I hear,’ said Heatherfield to the new-comer, ‘that you’ve just got back from South Africa. How is it down there?’
Mike gave a little satirical laugh and shook his head in perplexity. ‘Man, it’s a real mess! I don’t know! What’s going to happen? What will they do?’ He rubbed the tip of his thumb across his lips. ‘If I hadn’t had some pretty high-powered introductions, I doubt whether I could have got into the country at all.’
‘I’m really quite surprised you went,’ Heatherfield admitted. ‘Doesn’t it make you very angry, all this business?’
Ganin smiled, and there was much wisdom in that smile. ‘Why get angry? People are always getting angry at other people’s stupidity; but one form of stupidity is just as bad as another. It’s a human characteristic. Colour prejudice is only stupidity. And fear.’
‘What about these articles I hear you’re writing? What are you going to say?’
‘I’m going to say that people can’t solve problems by ganging up on anybody.’ He grinned. ‘I think my paper is going to be kind of disappointed; they’re probably expecting some pretty hard-hitting stuff. Well, they’re wrong. What would be the use? It would only be adding to the bitterness. South Africa, as I see it, is a problem, not a battlefield. I don’t think there’s any thing basically evil about Segregation. It’s one way out. But it’s not the right way, and I shall say so.’
* * *
‘And now,’ said Hargreaves, resuming his place at the head of the table, ‘we come to Mr Ganin. And first of all I would like to say, on behalf of us all, how very grateful I am that he has come forward — and so quickly! For, as you know, he only landed at Liverpool this morning.’ There were murmurs of assent. ‘Mr Ganin?’
Ganin spoke softly and modestly, but not timorously. ‘It’s very good of you to express such a sentiment. But I can assure you that anyone else would have done the same.’ His eyes looked very intense, their dark centres and white surrounds standing out clearly against his dark skin. They were the eyes of a friendly and capable man. ‘I’ll tell you about the row at Newlands Steel,’ he said. ‘Would that be a good way to start?’
The Director said: ‘I want you to tell us whatever you think is relevant, and I want you to tell us in your own way.’
Ganin smiled and Went on: ‘I went to Newlands Steel about three years ago, mostly in the capacity of radiographer. But I had other, more general, duties. It’s quite a small company and everybody mucks in.
‘Well, let’s be frank about it — from the word go, a lot of people didn’t like the colour of my skin. But I thought they’d get over it, so I stayed. It was pretty unpleasant at times, and I should have realised that if people are going to be all that unpleasant about something that a man can’t help, there’s probably things wrong with them in other ways as well. But I thought it was just ordinary colour prejudice — and you get used to that if you’ve always been at the receiving end.’ His audience was very still, and only the sound of the fan punctuated his sentences. ‘However, I was mistaken,’ he said. ‘There was a lot wrong with Newlands Steel — and I fancy there still is. And one of the things that was wrong with it was the fact that the works manager used to do quite a lot of business on the side. He was able to do so because the accounting was extremely bad, and the man who was supposed to be in charge of the stockyard was always open to an act of friendship — like, for instance, the large television set he so mysteriously acquired, or the time his car was practically rebuilt from new sheet-steel when he wrapped the body round a tree one night. This sort of thing went on all the time, and nearly everyone was working some kind of fiddle or other.’
He took a sip of water and continued: ‘Newlands is not just a smelting works. They dabble in all sorts of things — and make a mess of most of them. If they make money, I don’t know how they manage it — perhaps they don’t have to; maybe it’s run in order to lose money for some rich guy. If so, it must be a smash hit! Anyway, nobody did much work while I was there; they seemed to expend most of their energy in trying to lever me out. Well, I didn’t take much notice; I was too busy and too interested in my job. This was my first real appointment in industry after getting my physics degree, and I wanted to make the most of it. So whatever went on around me I did my best to ignore it.’ He looked down at the blotter in front of him. ‘Perhaps if I had taken more interest in other people’s affairs, this whole awful thing would never have happened.’
‘You can’t start blaming yourself for that,’ said Sir Robert gently. ‘You had a job to do, and you got on with it.’
‘Well, if I’d known… but of course I didn’t. One never does, until it’s too late.’ He snapped out of the mood of self — recrimination and continued: ‘Yes, I got on with the job, which was to inspect all the steel we made and reject it if necessary. And, brother, did we turn out some lousy steel! There were so many cracks that you couldn’t throw it all out. And most of the stuff I condemned they still sold — and got away with it. I hate to think how many pieces of machinery must have come unstuck because of us! One can only thank the Lord above that they don’t use too much sheet steel in the manufacture of aeroplanes!’
‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said Gatt, ‘but you say they used to experiment from time to time. What sort of experiments?’
Ganin thought for a moment. ‘Well, they used to take on special jobs. They couldn’t do them, mark you; but they were great triers were Newlands! For instance, they were asked by some company or other to produce a special, high-tensile sheet steel that would stand an unusual amount of bending before it snapped — I don’t know what it was for. Well, most of our stuff was of such poor quality that if you bent it much it just stayed bent! But we had a go, though nothing came of it. Then, like many other things, it was removed from the scene — I expect the works manager sold it round the corner for scrap and put the proceeds in his pocket. Scrap was all it was good for, anyway. But those were the sort of “special jobs” we undertook.’
‘Any coating? Electro-plating?’
‘Yes. We did some of that, too.’
‘I see. Please go on.’
‘Yes. Well, I used to solemnly X-ray the stuff we turned out — as they do in all steel foundries nowadays. Then came the business of the cobalt.’
‘What sort of cobalt?’ said Seff. ‘Do you mean the ordinary stuff you use for alloying with the metal?’
‘No. I mean the radioactive isotope — cobalt-60. It happened this way: I told the company it would be more efficient — as if they cared about efficiency! — when inspecting large quantities of steel, especially the heavier steel, if we had a portable radiographing plant which could be taken round the sheds on routine checks of the metal, instead of transporting the samples into the X-ray room. To my amazement, they agreed; and a machine of this type was delivered to the works a couple of months later. This particular apparatus didn’t use X-rays at all; instead, a piece of radioactive material was used. As you know this is quite a common practice these days.
‘Well, the machine arrived without the necessary material — which of course would be expected. So I gently pointed out to the works manager that I couldn’t possibly use the thing until some suitable radiating material arrived. They were very surprised — I think they thought that all you had to do was to plug the apparatus into the nearest lighting point. But when I had convinced them they tried to get hold of the stuff, but without success.’
Seff gave a sardonic laugh. ‘I’m not surprised!’ he said. ‘I don’t think I would have cared to send them a bag of bull’s eyes, let alone anything as lethal as an industrial isotope.’
‘And you would have been right,’ said Ganin seriously. ‘But they got it. Somehow. After all, they had to get it: they’d sold the X-ray machine by then! And it looked pretty bad, having no means of checking the thickness of the steel during the rolling process — except by stopping the mill. They got some cobalt-60, in a properly shielded lead canister, and told me to get on with the job.’
‘But how? said Gatt quietly but intensely. ‘How did they get it? Where did it come from?’
‘That’s one of the things I tried to find out,’ said Ganin in a tone that matched his. ‘But I only found out one thing for sure. Or rather, suspected it strongly enough in my own mind to be certain. And that was that they didn’t come by it honestly! However, to continue. I got to work with the new machine, and it was excellent in every way — we hadn’t had a particularly powerful X-ray equipment, and this new apparatus would penetrate much thicker material — and of course you could use a longer exposure. If you tried that on the ordinary X-ray, the tube got far too hot. Also there was practically no wear and tear on the machine; you could use it as much and as often as you liked provided you didn’t run out of the photographic plates. (Which of course, we very frequently did.) So we had a cheaper and better method of radiography that could go on for quite a while without replacing the cobalt — since its half-life is, of course, relatively long.’
‘Who looked after the cobalt?’ said Manson. ‘Did you?’
‘No, I wasn’t allowed to keep it at all. I used to go to the managing director of the firm when I needed it.’
‘Where was it kept, then?’
‘It was kept in its lead container, inside the safe. That is, when he remembered to put it there.’
‘Do you mean to say,’ said Seff incredulously, ‘that it was sometimes left lying about?’
‘In that firm,’ said Ganin, ‘anything could happen. Yes, I saw it sitting on his desk on two occasions. Naturally I made one heck of a fuss about it.’
‘Didn’t it ever occur to you,’ put in Manson, ‘to report this?’
Ganin looked directly across the table at him. ‘It occurred to me to report it,’ he said, ‘when I heard some pretty disturbing rumours on the ship while returning from South Africa. It started a couple of days before we docked at Liverpool, when it was heard that a ship belonging to the same line — called the Henry Starbuck, I think — had had some sort of trouble on board, and some of its crew were alleged to be suffering from radiation sickness. Naturally, being a physicist of a kind, I was more than interested. I found out from the captain of our ship that the source of the trouble was a cargo of tinned food. Since I had nothing else to do, I started thinking about it, and remembered some of the things I have just been telling you. I might not have put two and two together, but for one of those passengers who got on at Mombasa. He had heard that the men were in hospital, but didn’t know why. One thing led to another, until finally, two days ago, we got the other half of the story. And of course there was no mention of radiation sickness in the papers when we arrived in England — only a reference to food-poisoning, and some pretty exhaustive precautions that were being taken to combat it. But as soon as I saw the paper in Liverpool, I realised what was in the wind. That’s when I telephoned to Ed Springle.’
Hargreaves said: ‘What happened at Newlands after the row about the cobalt being left about?’
‘Well, things were being made pretty hot for me there, and it was obvious that my days were numbered. By that time, as you can imagine, I was only too ready to get out.
‘And sure enough, about a month or so later, things came to a head. Of course, the reason for my getting the sack was a trumped-up one. There was a fight. What actually happened was that two fellas started arguing and started a brawl. I had to separate them. Everybody knew this perfectly well. But when the final straw took place, they switched the story around a bit and I was blamed for starting the fight! I didn’t care, anyway. I’d had enough of Newlands Steel.’
‘What was the final straw?’ said Gatt. As if he hadn’t guessed already.
‘It was when I went to the managing director and asked for the capsule of cobalt-60. He’d lost it.’

CHAPTER EIGHT

When the meeting reassembled after a short break for tea, there was a large piece of apparatus set up on the table. Manson was tinkering about with it importantly. Dick couldn’t help catching Gresham’s eye — Manson locked so absurdly pompous.
‘For the benefit of those of us who are not familiar with the technicalities,’ said the Director, ‘I have asked Alec to explain briefly what is involved. I think it is essential that we should all know a little about the principles of radiation. Alec—’ Alec —?’
Manson opened his brief-case and produced two tins with the Spigett label upon them. He plonked them on the table with a dramatic gesture.
‘Here we have two cans of beans,’ he said unnecessarily. ‘The one on my left is an innocent one, the one on the right is contaminated. Don’t worry about the radiation though; there is not enough coming from this one to do any harm — it is one of the weaker ones. But it does come from the infected batch; that is, J4 — 22, QN4W.’ He rested a podgy fist on the detecting apparatus. ‘This machine is sensitive to radiation. The degree of radiation is registered on the big dial you see on the front.’
‘Is this the geiger counter we’ve been hearing so much about?’ said Spigett, using his bored voice.
‘There are many different types of detection equipment nowadays,’ said Manson, carrying on with the lecture almost as if the question hadn’t been asked, ‘and this is one of them. It is designed to detect gamma rays — and it is very important for you to grasp the fact that there are several different kinds of radiation. If we know which kind it is, it naturally helps us to find out what the source of the radiation is. For instance, cobalt-60 is principally a gamma radiator, whereas strontium-90 emits beta particles. Of course, when the chemical analysis of the metal has been completed, we will know for certain what the nigger in the woodpile is — or rather,’ he added, pleased with the pun, ‘the nigger in the pile.’ The effect of the joke was somewhat spoiled by his sudden realisation that the phrase was an unfortunate one in view of the presence of Mike Ganin. What was worse, he emphasized the faux pas with an embarrassed silence. Mike, however, was grinning to himself, thoroughly enjoying that man’s embarrassment. He didn’t care much for Manson — he was, in any case, one of them.
‘Anyway,’ continued Manson, his lecture now spoiled for him, ‘if I now switch on the equipment’ — he did so — ‘you will see that we get a reading from the contaminated tin but not from the other one.’ He picked up an object looking rather like a microphone that was attached to the main apparatus by a piece of cable, and held it near the tin. The meter on the instrument registered a few points. Then he held the microphone thing near the other can, and the needle sank back to zero.
‘Now we’ll check the contents.’ Once again he burrowed in the brief-case, this time coming up with two ordinary dinner-plates. ‘It is consistent with Seff’s theory — about the sauce dissolving the coating of the tin and thus acquiring the contamination itself — that the food inside also emits gamma rays; and that is just what happens, as you will see.’ He was obviously searching for something.
‘The tin-opener,’ said the Director gently, ‘is in your handkerchief pocket.’ Mr Rupert suppressed a titter. Manson decided not to notice it; but with the dexterity of much experience rapidly opened both cans and tipped the beans on to the plates. ‘Now, first the innocent beans… then the bad ones. You see?’
In fact, the needle rose rather higher than it had before.
Seff frowned. ‘That’s funny,’ he remarked. ‘I should have thought that the radiation would be higher from the can itself than from the food.’
Gatt said: ‘I think it makes sense, doesn’t it? If the contamination is in the inner coating of the metal, the gamma rays have to come through the tin to the outside, so they would be weaker. Let’s try sticking the detector inside the tin. That should bump it up a bit.’
Obediently Alec did so, and the meter gave about the same reading as it had for the contaminated food.
‘Fair enough,’ said Gatt. ‘Hallo, what’s happened to your toy, Alec?’ A red light was glowing on the front panel.
‘Blast! That means a fault has developed — probably a valve gone. Anyway, at least it lasted for the demonstration!’ There was general laughter.
And something that was still worrying Seff was put completely out of his mind. Which was a pity, because it was really very obvious.
* * *
When the engineers came up to collect the equipment, Manson instructed them to replace the faulty valve, and to leave everything, including the tins, in the small lab. ‘You can test it with one of these tins,’ he added. ‘The one on my right is gamma-active.’
The apparatus was then removed, and the meeting resumed.
But it was Dick now who was frowning to himself…
* * *
Ed Springle looked across his sunlit office at the fat, amiable Mrs Harper, his secretary. ‘It’s like sitting on a volcano,’ he said.
‘You’ll get used to it — after the first three.’
‘You mean, you expect me to go through this all over again — twice over?’
Mrs Harper burrowed in the filing cabinet, her ample rear view almost completely masking the thing from his vision. ‘Don’t you worry,’ she said. ‘You leave it to Mrs Springle — you’ve done your bit. She’s got a nurse with her; what more do you want? Here, let’s go through the Lifetime Dose Sheet for Marsdowne — that’ll give you something to do.’
She placed the chart on his desk. It was a ‘breakdown’ which showed the amount of irradiation each member of the staff had received. The entries were made once every thirteen weeks, during which period the maximum dose permitted per person was 3 roentgens. Usually the figure was well below this.
Ed scanned the chart for any figures that were entered in red. ‘Luther,’ he said aloud, ‘4.5 roentgens in the last period. How’d he get that?’
Mrs Harper studied a report she held in her hand. ‘It seems the idiot got nosy about Project 3. They caught him snooping about the control-room.’
‘He’s been transferred, has he, for the next period?’
‘Yes. He’s doing paper-work in the office block.’
‘That’ll teach him! Oh well, he can go back at the end of the period. Long as we keep his average down.’ Ed lit a cigarette. ‘I must say,’ he observed, ‘they take a hell of a lot more care than we used to mining for uranium back in Africa! I shudder to think what my total score was in those dark days!’
She smiled. ‘Oh well, you don’t look any the worse for it, Mr Springle! And even after you stopped that packet up at Project 3, you hardly seemed to turn a hair.’
‘My dear Mrs Harper! I was sick as a dog for two days.’ He pulled a face. ‘Anyway, old Seff reckoned I’d had enough for a while.’
Mrs Harper became serious. ‘You And it pretty dull down here, don’t you?’
‘Oh, I don’t know. At least, I see more of June; and that makes up for all the other things.’
‘Now, you! Stop thinking about her or you’ll be worrying again. And you’ve forgotten to initial the chart, That’s better!’
The telephone rang — or, rather, tried to, He had the receiver in his hand in less time than it takes to split the atom. ‘Yes?’
Then he looked up at Mrs Harper rather sheepishly. ‘It’s Seff,’ he said.
She threw up her hands in despair.
* * *
‘You look,’ said Kate, ‘like a man in a dream.’
Dick was so absorbed he didn’t reply. Kate thought: I’m not getting through. Eventually Dick said: ‘You know about the travel arrangements for tonight? Manson is leaving by train for Birmingham in a few minutes — he can be contacted tonight at the canning wholesalers. Here’s the number.’ He tore a sheet from his pad. ‘You’d better have the car ready in about ten minutes. He’ll be returning first thing tomorrow.’
‘Uhuh. What about Seff?’
‘That’s all laid on. He’s flying up to Marsdowne immediately after the press conference. The Min. of Supply are laying on a plane, but you’d better get on to Selgate right away and ask him to meet him at Glennaverley airstrip. Air Traffic Control at London Airport will give you all the gen, but I think the flight number is M.X. One — a Dove, I think. He’ll need a car, of course, to get him to the airport. Incidentally, Mrs Seff is going too, so it might save time if the transport called for her first. I should phone her up, and check that she’s ready in good time.’
‘You’re terrifyingly efficient all of a sudden,’ said Kate.
‘I’m after promotion,’ he said automatically, a little irritated by her inept timing yet not wanting to snub her. He added: ‘If anyone wants me I’ll be in the No. 2 lab.’
As he left, briskly parting the glass doors, Kate stared after him. She was wondering what she had done wrong and when she’d done it.
* * *
Half an hour later Dick returned to Kate’s office. He strode up to her looking, she thought, even more impersonal. ‘Don’t let Manson go without telling me,’ he said.
‘He’s already gone.’
‘Damn!’
‘Is it important? You might catch him at the station. We could call the station announcer.’
Simmel stood there thinking for a moment. ‘No; he can’t be that stupid,’ he said. ‘I must be wrong.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I’d better go upstairs and get ready for the press. See the staff get there on time, won’t you?’ He started for the door. ‘The man I’m afraid of is Bob Soliss. He asked some highly embarrassing questions about Windscale, and he’s not all that popular with the A.E.A.’
* * *
Bob Soliss did, in fact, live up to his reputation, and it was he who sent the most penetrating missiles in the general direction of Project 3. Most of them were aimed pretty accurately.
Soliss was a small, hunched-up man in his fifties. He was softly spoken, and was conspicuously unlike the popular idea of a newspaper man. He wrote for a very influential Lancashire newspaper which daily garnished many a London breakfast table.
When Hargreaves had finished his short, prepared address Soliss fired the first salvo. ‘I notice,’ he said, in that easy, relaxed way of his, ‘that there has been no reference in your statement to the ill-fated Project 3. Do you feel, sir, that there can be no possible connection between that and the crisis which you have just outlined?’
Hargreaves answered without hesitation. This was not his first press conference. ‘Naturally we have not ruled it out as a possibility. But, as you know, a very thorough investigation was carried out at the time.’
‘But would it be true to say that no conclusive reason was found or given for the damage that then occurred to the pile?’
Hargreaves looked across at Gatt, who answered the question. ‘Unfortunately that is perfectly right. It was necessary to seal off the entire reactor since it became highly radioactive after the fire. It won’t be possible to diagnose the trouble with any certainty for several years. But the fact that we didn’t discover the cause doesn’t alter the fact that we were very careful to ensure that the effects were very carefully watched.’
Peter Mobray, still in his everlasting, ill-fitting raincoat, put the next question. ‘If you don’t suspect that Project 3 was the fly in the ointment, why all the bother? Why call a conference of most of those connected with it — and why send its designer up to Marsdowne tonight, in a specially chartered aircraft, to make a special report?’ This last question caused a slight stir.
Seff answered this, and couldn’t help grinning as he did so. ‘You seem to have found out a great deal in a short time!’ he said. ‘It’s quite true that I am going up there tonight. And the reason is surely pretty obvious, isn’t it? We certainly don’t think that Marsdowne has any connection with the disaster, but since Project 3 is the only thing for which we as an organisation are responsible that is capable — or was capable — of producing radioactive isotopes (apart from our main reactor) we naturally must make absolutely certain that nothing was overlooked at the time in the course of the stringent steps we took to protect the public.’
Soliss unhurriedly rolled up a document he had been consulting. He said: ‘Most of us here are familiar with the main features of the Windscale accident. For instance, the escaping of iodine-131 through the chimney. Is it not possible that some similar but undetected occurrence also happened in this case?’
Gatt said: ‘In the first place, don’t forget that the Marsdowne incident happened nearly two years ago — that is, six months before the food product in question was canned. Marsdowne, as you know, is in the Scottish Highlands, Spigett’s factory is in Watford — so they are some four hundred miles apart. The beans are imported. It is a little hard, both in the time and distance scale, to see the connection. In the second place, since I personally supervised the investigation, I can put your mind at rest about the chimneys. Without going into technical details, I should point out that Project 3 was a closed-circuit pile and nothing except surplus heat could go up the chimney. In any case, exhaustive tests were made for miles around, and no trace of radioactivity was detected over and above the normal background count. It is true that a small quantity of radioactive steam escaped, but this didn’t go on for long because Seff, who was on the spot, ordered the water to be drained from the heat-transference system.’
‘Where did the water go?’
‘Into underground tanks.’
‘Are you sure?’
Gatt grinned. ‘Of course I’m sure.’
There was only a barely perceptible smile on Soliss’s lips. ‘How do you know the tanks don’t leak?’
‘Because there is some very fool-proof equipment that would tell us so immediately if it did.’
‘Would you stake your last dollar on the “fool-proof” equipment?’
‘Lloyd’s did.’
‘I only asked.’
‘That’s the answer.’
‘Thank you.’
Alford of the Mirror asked: ‘What restraints are you asking us to put on what we report?’
Hargreaves said: ‘None. Except the common-sense ones. We don’t want you to make a meal of it. We all have a responsibility in this matter, which I’m sure you all feel. We must not alarm the public. If you consider, from what you have heard here, that we are taking every possible precaution to safeguard your readers, and to find the cause of the crisis and deal with it energetically, we would naturally like you to say so. If you don’t, then I would be extremely grateful if you would tell us now, so that at least we know what we are in for! If there is anything we have overlooked, we would, believe me, be only too happy to have the omission put right.’
Soliss said: ‘I myself have no criticisms of that sort, but I would like to address one question personally to Mr Seff.’
For the first time Seff appeared to be tense. ‘Yes?’
The whole room had gone quiet, and everyone seemed to sense that Soliss had now bracketed his aim and was about to fire his heavy artillery…
‘I must ask you not to regard my question as an impertinence,’ he said carefully. ‘We are dealing with vital issues, and since the freedom of the press is — commendably — to be observed, I intend to exert it to the full.’
Seff said: ‘I am sure, Mr Soliss, that any question you ask on behalf of your paper would never be regarded as an impertinence.’
‘Thank you. Then would you please tell us how many drinks you had that evening prior to the moment when Project 3 ran out of control?’
‘To the best of my knowledge and belief, three large whiskies. And now do you mind if I ask you one?’
‘Go ahead.’
‘Before coming to this conference and asking the extremely astute and carefully considered questions that you have just been asking, you must presumably have had lunch somewhere. May I ask you what you laced it with?’
‘A fairly immoderate quantity of good Scotch.’
‘Thank you very much.’
* * *
The Seffs did not speak to each other until the plane had levelled off on a northerly heading. Below them London impersonated Cinerama and curved away in all directions, changing its angle slightly every now and then as the pilot corrected small variations in the aircraft’s attitude. The big, red-lit ‘T’ which marked the threshold of the runway had now been reduced to six-point type, and the network of runways looked hopelessly small — surely not large enough to land a paper dart. And all the lights of the city seemed to pulsate like stars. A thousand feet below the little Dove a huge airliner, its navigation light flashing rhythmically, was nosing its way in, losing height and dropping away from them now, as its captain sought to render the airfield larger by getting closer to it; until finally the runway would open out before him, an illuminated study in perspective, and offer a sure pathway for the fat tyres of his ship. What more satisfying, thought Seff, than the moment when the runway would come up under the belly of the big plane, just at the right angle, to scoop it up at precisely the right instant, with a squeal of tyres and a momentary smell of hot rubber and brakes? A superlative exercise in mechanical perfection.
Angela was nervous. Not because she was in an aircraft — although she never did like flying — but because she was well aware that Jack knew why she had insisted on coming with him. One of the many scenes that had taken place since she had told him what Gatt had said at the Springles’ party had been about just that. He was sitting in silence, peering down at the receding lights of London.
Seff said: ‘It seems strange and horrible that all those people down there, beneath so many nice, secure roofs, are suddenly threatened by an innocent-looking object on the kitchen shelf.’ He wasn’t looking at her, just went on looking out of the window.
Angela said: ‘How do you think this mess is going to affect the canning industry generally? Will it stop people buying tinned foods — I mean, even the good brands?’
‘It won’t make any difference at all,’ he said shortly, still not looking at her. ‘Any more than an isolated air crash stops people flying.’ He hadn’t meant to frighten her by this remark; but now that he had he didn’t do anything to lessen its effect.
Angela showed no reaction. ‘But doesn’t it mean,’ she persisted, ‘that if it could happen to one company, it could happen to another?’
He turned round at last, and seemed at least slightly interested in the point. ‘Have you met Spigett?’ he said.
‘No.’
‘Well, if you had you would begin to wonder whether anything he handled would be entirely above reproach. Basically, in my opinion he is just a bumped-up spiv — out to make money as quickly and as ruthlessly as possible. A real wide-boy. Oh, he’s got a certain jovial way with him; and I think he fooled the Old Man, up to a point. Perhaps Gatt as well — I don’t know. But he didn’t fool me.’
‘I don’t see what his personal failings have got to do with it. How can his business ethics have affected the contamination of the cans? I can see that an unscrupulous man might not be too fussy about the general hygiene at his factory; but there’s a difference between that and suddenly finding that a lot of tin cans are radioactive.’
‘Yes. But we don’t really know where he gets all his cans from, do we?’
‘Well, surely that must have come out at the enquiry, hasn’t it?’
Seff said: ‘It hasn’t yet.’ He had forgotten to undo his safety-strap, and he began to do so now. It was a bit of a struggle, so he punctuated his comments with little grunts. ‘Yes. He told us who supplied the tins. But the figures are rather interesting, if you look at them carefully… blast the thing!’
‘Here, let me do it.’ She undid the strap with the greatest of ease, then smiled at him comically. He smiled back. That was better.
‘Spigett says he keeps a stock of empty tins at the factory. He said that, before I realised why he said it.’ He looked at her meaningfully. ‘He also said it before we got the figures from the can manufacturers.’
She was on to it like a knife. ‘You mean, he’d got more cans than they supplied!’
‘Exactly. So the rest of the cans must have come from somewhere else! And I’ll lay you three to one he’s working one hell of a fiddle somewhere. And he wants to keep it quiet!’
An income-tax wangle?’
‘Or worse. I’d say the best reason for getting tins over and above those supplied by your proper contractor would be the price. He got those tins cheap. What’s more, he got them from someone he had no right to deal with — otherwise, why keep it dark?’
‘Then Spigett is a crook.’ She looked at him sideways quizzically. ‘That right?’
God,she looked adorable when she did that! ‘Well, hardly a crook,’ he said. ‘Let’s say he’s pretty fly. In other words, he does things that a reputable company doesn’t do.’ He took her hand in his. ‘So next time you go shopping for your 57 Varieties, or your Ten O’clock Tested, or your Batchelors Wonderful Peas, I don’t think you need to take a geiger counter!’ She laughed, and for the first time for weeks they felt relaxed together.
* * *
The impact of the conditional tense upon human, life is bewildering.
If Arlen Gatt hadn’t been testing a new type of mine detector early one fearful morning on the shores of Brittany, Angela would not have married Jack Seff, and Jack Seff wouldn’t have been a lost and unhappy man. If John Cartwright hadn’t kept his photographic materials so inappropriately in the kitchen cupboard, if there hadn’t been a group of mildly insane youngsters with radiation detecting equipment on board the Henry Star buck, a widespread crisis might have become a cataclysmic disaster.
And if Dick Simmel had turned left instead of right when he vacated the main building of the Department at the end of the meeting, on the second day, he would not have met Sophie Tripling.
Of course, in retrospect one could argue that Dick’s relationship with Kate had been too relaxed, too pat, too static. Perhaps what did happen was bound to happen sooner or later. On the other hand, sometimes it doesn’t. A boy may meet the girl next door and continue to be a boy. He may even marry her, and live in a state of congenial compatibility and rear children. In this event he never aspires to true adulthood and, paradoxically, becomes middle-aged before his time. The life-cycle has been suppressed at its roots, and therefore, unable to climb to its natural climax, it gradually ebbs away. A series of familiar, routine milestones are passed, one after another. The road is wide and straight enough, and even in the hardest winters it is still navigable. But it is essentially a by-pass, and the scenery is a little monotonous, unlike that of the more difficult, winding lanes. It has little personality, little individuality, this ribbon-developed way of life. Each part of the route can be predicted, because everything has been marked on the map in advance.
Or the young man may meet his Sophie.
Thus it happened that Dick Simmel walked down the stone steps, and turned the wrong way for Kate and the right way for Sophie.
There was only one taxi and two people were hailing it. A short conference, an obliging driver — and the flag went down.
The first thing that Dick noticed about Sophie was the way her hair fell in two lovely inward arcs about her face, framing it perfectly between them. The second thing he noticed was her voice. It was so exactly right for a girl who had hair like that.
He did not pretend that he was unaffected by her presence. He could not have done so. And he would have been a fool to have tried. He said: ‘Would it be a bore if I broke the rules and talked to you?’
She smiled sympathetically. She knew exactly what had happened. Not because she was conceited, but because he hadn’t tried to hide it. ‘What would you like to talk about?’
Simmel could hardly keep his voice steady. But when he spoke the words were firm and determined. ‘I have a problem, you see. Because in about five minutes you’ll be getting out of this taxi, and if I’m not careful I shall never see you again.’
He expected her to stop the taxi and to get out then and there. And he almost wished she would, because he knew he was going to fail in love, just as clearly and as vividly as he knew then that he wasn’t in love with Kate and never would be. And the thought of the agonised gyrations his emotions would be going through in the near future if she didn’t get out (and even if she did) was a very frightening one.
The girl looked amused and gentle and taken-aback all at the same time. Eventually she said: ‘It must have taken a lot of courage to say that! ‘
Dick was glad it was over. He smiled wryly. ‘It did!’ he said. ‘And now, of course, I must apologise.’
‘Naturally!’ she affirmed. ‘You have committed the unpardonable crime of being a human being.’ She looked at him with frank good humour. ‘I gather you find me attractive,’ she said, thinking ‘he’s a pleasant young man and it’s quite right for him to be nervous and he’s young for his age.’
‘That is putting it mildly.’
‘Well, that’s nice. I like to be found attractive.’
‘I should have thought it must be pretty monotonous!’
‘I’m not as horrible as that! And you must admit your way of going about things is hardly monotonous!’
‘I couldn’t think of any other way of doing it,’ he said with great honesty. And suddenly for one instant he thought of Kate, and felt sorry and embarrassed and wretched about her. Because he knew that whatever happened now things would never be the same again. When this girl, on reaching her destination, politely but firmly wished him a permanent good-bye — as he felt sure she would — he couldn’t just go back and pretend to himself or to Kate that he hadn’t learned, within a period of seconds, that another sense had been added to the ones he already possessed.
The taxi stopped at some lights, and an illuminated shop window made it possible for him to see the girl’s face in more detail. She was lovely but not beautiful. There were some little wavy wrinkles across her brow that shouldn’t really have been there, and her nose was funny. It was her eyes and lips that stole the picture, and the neat, well-defined chin.
She was watching him now, amused to find him studying her so intently and openly. He reddened at being caught at it, and started searching hastily for a cigarette.
‘No, thanks, I don’t,’ she said. ‘But you go ahead.’
He lit it a little clumsily, and that made him feel even more self-conscious. ‘I’m like an idiotic school-boy,’ he thought, ‘who’s just seen a Girl for the first time.’ Aloud he said: ‘I’m not very suave, am I?’
‘No,’ she admitted frankly, ‘you’re not. It doesn’t matter very much, does it?’ The taxi had turned off the main road. ‘Look, I’m nearly home. Why don’t you come in and have a drink of something? Daddy won’t mind; though you mustn’t be offended if he doesn’t notice you. He sits behind The Times and pretends you aren’t there.’
Dick, taken completely by surprise, managed to say something more or less coherent, and opened the door of the taxi for her. She insisted on paying half the fare. ‘You’d better tell me who you are.’ she said, as they went up the steps to the front door. Papa might get a bit of a surprise if I have to ask you your name when I introduce you — if I succeed, that is, in getting his attention at all!’
‘Simmel. Dick Simmel.’
‘And I’m Sophia Tripling. You call me Sophie.’ They entered the house and crossed the hail to the library, which was a big, panelled room heated by a large open fire. A newspaper, behind which a thin column of smoke rose to the ceiling, was held motionless by someone in a comfortable arm-chair. At the click of the door being shut, the paper was lowered and raised again, revealing in the short interval between the two movements a pleasant but austere figure smoking a pipe.
‘Good evening, m’dear,’ said the voice behind The Times, apparently non-committal and uninterested in tone. A page was turned over. ‘Y’mother’s gone to the theatre.’
‘This is Dick Simmel, Daddy.’
‘Good evening, sir!’ said Dick in his conference voice. This was greeted by a slight grunt, and Dick didn’t know quite what to do next. Sophie smiled at him as if to indicate that the formalities were now over. ‘I’ll fix you a drink,’ she said to Dick. ‘Come into the kitchen and help me get the ice.’ When they got there she said: ‘He likes you.’
Dick wanted to ask her how she could possibly tell, but he couldn’t think how to ask the question without seeming rude. She set his curiosity at rest, however, as she opened the refrigerator (a very old one with the freezing unit outside on the top) and struggled with an ice-tray. ‘You can tell by the kind of grunt,’ she explained. ‘It’s a complete language in itself, really. That’s the approving grunt. You’ve passed.’
‘Frankly, I’m terrified.’
She put the ice-tray under the tap. ‘I know. Everybody else is too. But you don’t have to be. You see, he’s a kind of general, and apparently they nearly all talk like that.’
Dick cottoned-on. ‘General Sir Horace Tripling,’ he said. A statement, not a question.
She looked up, surprised. ‘You’re well informed,’ she said.
‘You don’t have to be all that well-informed to know the name of the Deputy Chief-of-Staff,’ he said, neither with awe nor with casualness. She didn’t say anything to this.
‘Now we go back,’ she explained, ‘and talk about whatever we like. He won’t listen. Any further grunts you may hear from time to time will be comments on the day’s news.’
A sixth sense told Dick that there was some sort of inner purpose in her taking him back to the library when there so obviously must have been another room in which they could talk. It didn’t strike him particularly, however, that he was being paid a compliment thereby. It merely made him that much more nervous. He found that she was adept at keeping him at his ease as much as possible, which made up for some, at least, of the ordeal.
He certainly didn’t realise that Sophie had, in fact, already decided that she liked him and wanted to get to like him better.
She knew he would dry up the moment they got into the library, so she kept the conversation going for him. ‘Mummy’s gone to see My Fair Lady. She had dreadful trouble getting tickets. But she finally triumphed, and she’s taken some friends of ours along. Have you seen it?’
Simmel was torn between considerations of tact and honesty; for in fact he had been to the opening night. His difficulty must have shown in his face, because she guessed or very nearly. ‘I can see I’ve got you worried, so that means you probably saw it in New York. Right?’
He couldn’t help smiling. ‘The awful truth is that I went to the opening at Drury Lane.’
The girl handed him his drink and they sat near the fire. She chose the foot-stool and made him sit in the chair.
The smile she returned was a curious combination of mischief and reassurance. ‘You don’t have to be tactful with us!’ she said. ‘We always find that the things we regard as our most conspicuous successes are invariably capped by everybody else’s. We’re really terribly behind the times.’ The glow of the flickering fire illuminated her in a manner that no art photographer could have arranged deliberately. One part of her face was in deep shadow, cast by the even curve of her hair, throwing the rest of her features into highlight. The whole effect was one of gentle soft-focus, but etched and retouched here and there by the vitality of youngness, so that you were intensely aware that the woman in her was alert and alive without the fact being overstated in the set of her lips or the lie of her body. Here was not the English Rose, thought Dick Simmel, the frail creature of pedestal worship; but a woman to be won, who would become warm and strong in your hands — if yours were the hands in which she chose to be contained.
And all the while, as they talked and as their minds made intercourse by dint of every pause, each smile and half-smile, each exchange of glances that added something to what was being said, he could feel that she knew he had found something that perhaps he had never expected to find, because he had not even known it existed. And somehow, by the metaphysical means that only people in this kind of situation can understand, she managed to convey the message: ‘I know, and I like you and I think it’s going to be all right.’ The same message had to contain the additional sentence: ‘But don’t forget we have only just discovered one another, and since you’re the man, you’re going to know your feelings quicker than I will know mine, and at the moment you obviously feel more strongly about me than I do about you.’ But again, so as not to depress him too much: ‘All the same, I can’t help wanting with all my heart that you are going to be the one, and you have honest eyes and you didn’t try to pretend anything.’ And finally, as a kind of metaphysical afterthought: ‘I know you won’t think me big-headed for thinking these things.’
While both conversations were carried on simultaneously — the spoken one which touched on ordinary, everyday things, and the silent one which was the beginning of a mating — the fire flickered cheerfully and the smoke continued to rise from behind the newspaper, and the various kinds of grunts that were the general’s editorial comments maintained an atmosphere of warmth and friendliness that Dick Simmel would never forget.

CHAPTER NINE

‘You’re going over to Frank’s place tonight, aren’t you, Arlen?’ said Hargreaves. In the deft hands of his chauffeur the big car sped them down Whitehall. Gatt shifted his huge body in the seat in an effort to get comfortable.
‘He’s offered me a bite of dinner.’
‘Good. Do you mind having a quick one with me first? Then you could take the car on. I won’t keep you long.’
‘Of course.’
‘My wife’s down at Dorchester — just as well, really, poor dear. She never did like crises.’
‘What do you think, Robert?’
‘You mean, the way things have gone so far?’
Gatt didn’t answer him directly. He said: ‘Jack seems to be pretty sure of himself. And Manson’s blustering. He’s pretty anxious to incriminate Seff if he can. I got some broad hints from him at last night’s party.’
‘Project 3?’
‘Just that. In a way, what he said was quite interesting. He said that, as designed, the pile should have been inert. The implication being that Seff did something pretty drastic to get the thing working. And then when he did get it going, he couldn’t stop it.’
‘Do you believe that?’
‘I find it hard to be sympathetic towards anything that Manson says, but I am prepared to consider it as a possible theory. After all, we do know that Jack had been drinking that night.’
‘Has anybody mentioned that?’
‘Yes; the man who keeps the pub at Glennaverley. I interviewed him the next day. The day after the accident.’
The Director didn’t reply for a few moments. But when he lighted a cigarette the glow from the match showed the furrows of a deep frown. ‘Arlen, you aren’t going to like me for saying this, but I must all the same.’ He blew out the match and placed it in the ash-tray with a movement of precision. ‘There are those who think that you are fanatically opposed to Seff because he drinks.’ He anticipated the threatened interruption. ‘Wait a minute; let me finish. I’m not suggesting that you have got your knife into him, in the way Manson has. That’s quite different. But it is not everyone who checks on the recreational habits of senior scientists in the course of an enquiry. The fact that you took the trouble to go to the public-house the very next day shows how much weight you gave to this particular aspect of the case.’
Gatt’s fists were dangerously clenched as he gripped the armrest. ‘Are you questioning the way I conducted the investigation?’
Hargreaves was not going to rise to this bait. He deliberately delayed his answer by looking out of the window at the illuminated face of Big Ben and checking his watch by it. The car swung round towards Victoria. ‘Well, I suppose, if you put it like that, I am, yes. In that particular respect. In your efforts to discover a flaw in a human being, you could have missed one that existed in Project 3.’
‘You know damn well I tore the place apart to get at the facts, Sir Robert. You’re not suggesting, I trust, that it was my fault I happened to be at Calder when the accident happened? If so, please allow me to remind you that you sent me there.’
Hargreaves fought to keep his temper. He had been through this kind of thing so often with Gatt that it should not, he told himself, be allowed to get under his skin again. He said: ‘Don’t be absurd, Arlen. That has nothing whatever to do with it. I’m simply saying that when you reached Marsdowne one of the first things you did during the investigation was to check up on one man — Seff. You didn’t query the man on the spot — Peter Selgate — or Alanson, or Ed Springle. Yet they could have been equally guilty in other ways. For all you know Selgate might have had a girl hanging around; Ed might have been guilty of negligence; Alanson might have been so busy throwing his weight about with some lab assistant that he slipped up on the job. All right: all these things are highly unlikely; but if you are considering the human element, you can’t just limit your enquiries to one individual only. Yet can you tell me truthfully that you did not?’
The car drew up at Hargreaves’ house before Gatt could answer, and it wasn’t until they had settled into the very tasteful Regency drawing-room that the conversation could be resumed.
‘Drink?’
‘Whisky and splash.’ Gatt took the glass rather ungraciously and sat on the piano-stool. The Director mixed himself a drink and stood over by the fireplace. He knew there was going to be an outburst, and he just waited for it.
Arlen leafed through the second volume of the Beethoven sonatas. He was still flicking over the pages as he spoke. ‘Let’s take them in turn,’ he said. ‘Selgate. An efficient young man, very conscientious. Okay, we know he has a girl-friend up there — well, he’d go mad in that dump of a town if he didn’t. But is it likely he’d be playing around during the launching of anything as big as Project 3? In any case, we know he was working round the clock. And to take the thing ad absurdum, no girl could get past the guards, anyway. He doesn’t drink either; though I’ll check up as to whether he might have been chewing gum at the time. Next, Alanson. No attachments. Drinks beer at the pub and shoots his mouth off. He was ordered by Seff to empty the heat-exchanger system, and this we know he did, for the simple reason that when the system was inspected it was dry; and there was no steam escaping from the burst cylinder one hour after the pile became overheated even though the whole thing was still as hot as hell.’
‘Still,’ put in Hargreaves, quite unperturbed by Gatt’s caustic tongue, ‘since no one could enter the pumping-room the next day — due to the intense radiation — we don’t actually know that he turned the cock, do we?’
‘True; he could have done the whole thing with a bicycle pump. He might even have resorted to witchcraft. However, he was clearly told what to do, and as far as we know he did it. And don’t forget that the only thing he was responsible for — turning that cock — was after the event; it could not have contributed to the cause of the accident. Lastly, Ed Springle. Well, I admit he has a very lovely wife and that must be very distracting. After all, he hasn’t let her go to waste.’
‘Don’t be so damnably bitter.’
‘All right; I’ll concede you that. Anyway, his only contribution, important though it was, was to step up the cooling after the fun began.’
‘Yes, Gatt, I know. But don’t you see, what happened after the accident may have been just as significant as what went before.’
Gatt propped up the volume of music and spontaneously played the opening bars of the Appassionata. The Director stood there by the fireplace, quietly smoking, his feet planted eighteen inches apart. The creases of his well-cut trousers were immaculate. Gatt played through the first page and then stopped.
‘Go on, Arlen. It’s my favourite sonata.’
Gatt smiled, but shut the lid of the piano. ‘You’re a cunning devil, Robert!’ he said. ‘You knew I had something to work off so you provide me with a Stein way to do it on! May I have another Scotch?’
‘Help yourself.’ Gatt did so without hurrying, walked over and joined Hargreaves by the fireplace. ‘Well, if you want to know, I’m absolutely convinced that Mr Spigett’s blasted beans are in some way connected with Marsdowne.’
‘I know,’ said the Director quietly. ‘And, as a matter of fact, I am too, though I couldn’t tell you why.’ He lit another cigarette as soon as he had thrown away the last. ‘Perhaps it’s because I think that everything has got to have a reason and the present emergency doesn’t seem to have one.’ A thought struck him, but when he spoke his voice was studiedly casual. ‘I suppose it is quite impossible to get into the pumping-room?’
Gatt looked at him expressionlessly for a few moments. Then he said: ‘I’m afraid so. If you remember, when the cartridge-scanning system jammed solid they had to open up a duct in the pumping-room to give access to the guts of the reactor — to take its temperature, so to speak. You know what happened after that. As soon as the men were safely out, the bulkhead doors were closed and sealed and the gas pressure was raised inside the pile again. Thus a lot of burning fission products must have been blown into the pumping-room. It will be years before it’s a proposition for anyone to go inside without taking one hell of a risk. Even then the job would take months.’
‘This was after Manson emptied the heat-exchangers?’
‘Yes. About two hours after. They weren’t able to reduce the gas pressure before that time; and of course they couldn’t open the duct until the pressure was down inside the pile.’
The Director said: ‘What decided the moment when they could reduce the pressure?’
‘When Seff had discharged enough of the uranium cartridges to stop the chain reaction. Project 3 was designed in such a way that the cartridges could be removed even when the pile was fully active. And if that hadn’t been so, we would have had a fire that would have got totally out of control, contaminating the countryside dangerously for hundreds of square miles.’
‘Even with the control rods in?’
Gatt looked at him squarely. ‘That was the point, Robert. Seff said he lowered the control rods as soon as the heat output level rose above normal — and it takes just seven seconds to do that. The trouble was they did not have the required effect.’
‘You don’t doubt he did lower them, do you?’
‘I don’t doubt he tried to lower them. But when? Did he leave it so late that the ‘X holes’ had warped out of alignment and the rods wouldn’t drop? If so, no one would be any the wiser, and there was no way of finding out afterwards, because, of course, eventually they did become warped and the whole mechanism got jammed. It was like that when I arrived.’
‘There was no way of knowing, then, whether they had dropped right in or not?’
‘That is the plain truth of the matter. Once you press the emergency button, the rods are released from their claws and drop down by gravity. When control is restored, you have to fish them out again with a special grab in order to restart the reactor. But if the rods don’t drop fully down in the first place, there’s no way of knowing.’ He finished his drink in one. ‘But one would suppose, Robert, that if one pressed the button and the reactor didn’t stop reacting that the rods hadn’t dropped at all.’
Hargreaves looked at him sharply. ‘You didn’t mention this in your report.’
‘It’s pure surmise. But I always thought it was rather a pity that the time-recording clock was out of action and failed to record at what stage of the proceedings Seff did attempt to shut down the pile.’
‘I see. So what you are saying, virtually, is that the accident could have been caused by Seff pressing the shut-down button so late that although the control rods were released they could not fall to the bottom of the ‘X holes’ because by that time their alignment had been distorted by the excess heat. Is that about it?’ Hargreaves flicked half an inch of ash carefully into the fireplace. ‘That still doesn’t explain why the pile began to operate in the first place if Manson’s theory about it is right.’
‘You mean about it being of insufficient mass to operate at all? No, I admit it doesn’t.’
‘On the other hand, let’s suppose you’re right for a moment. Let’s say Jack did press the button too late. All right, I grant you that would have been a very serious piece of negligence. But it still doesn’t get us any nearer solving the problem of the tins, does it? The point is, what happened after the pile went wrong, if anything, that could account for widespread contamination? That is the missing link in the chain, Arlen.’ He relaxed a little. ‘Now do something for me, will you? Play the rest of that Movement before you go over to Frank’s.’
* * *
When Gatt arrived at the Greshams’, Frank was playing with the trains.
True, his two sons were taking part, but they only had rather minor roles in the proceedings — operating the signals, for instance, and winding up the engines.
‘We’re not fully electrified, old boy,’ said Frank, neatly changing the points just in time to prevent a major rail disaster. Arlen was rather disappointed: he would have liked to have seen a good crash.
Gatt said: ‘Can’t you make the electric one go a bit faster?’
‘Won’t take the curves.’
‘Couldn’t you bank them up with books?’
‘By Jove! That’s a good idea. Christopher, go and get a few novels out of the study.’ The boy ran off on his mission, and Gresham shouted after him: ‘Don’t take Mummy’s Book Society choice!’
They all played with the train set for a while and they banked up the line, and there was a wonderful crash when Gatt was a little slow, for some reason, in switching the points. Then Mummy called that it was time the children were put to bed, and off they went.
* * *
Gresham got his pipe going, and the two men settled down in comfortable arm-chairs among the engines and the coaches and the maze of track, and talked about general things.
Gatt brought the conversation round to the Newlands Steel business and asked Gresham what he thought. ‘I dunno. That man Spigett is evasive. And he likes to make an easy profit. If he could do that by getting some metal on the side that he didn’t have to ask too many questions about, I think he’d do it. Why don’t you go down to his factory and take a look round?’
Arlen was gazing into space over Gresham’s shoulder, but Frank didn’t look round because he knew this mannerism. ‘I’m going to,’ said Gatt. He picked up a shunting engine and turned the wheels backwards and forwards, and examined the way the piston-rods went in and out of the toy cylinders. ‘I’m going first thing in the morning.’ There was silence for a while.
Gresham broke it. ‘You know what’s worrying me? All this business about it being the metal that started everything off. Supposing we’re wrong? I’m no sort of scientist, but take the Newlands business. I’ve no doubt that Ganin was telling the truth about that piece of cobalt — he’s obviously a very good chap. But isn’t it asking a bit much to expect that fate should so conveniently provide us with the answer by means of such a happy series of coincidences?’
Arlen struck a match on one of the driving wheels and agreed it was. ‘And that isn’t the only thing that’s wrong with it,’ he said. ‘I’ve been working out the quantities. The theory is that something in the juice inside the tin might have dissolved a little of the metal (or the coating) of the tin itself. Well, in the first place that coating, whether just ordinary tin-plate or a special chemical, is there for the express purpose of not being dissolved, and in the second place the amount of radiation that could get into the food itself in this way would be infinitesimal — unless the concentration of radioactive matter in the metal were very high. Yet the original source of radiation is supposed to have come from one tiny piece of cobalt-60.’ He stood up and walked to the window, picking his way carefully between the rails. ‘It doesn’t make sense. I think when I go down tomorrow morning I shall look for something else.’
‘Any idea what?’
‘No. No idea at all. But I want to see every process those cans go through between the time the beans arrive and when they end up in the dispatch department.’ He stooped to replace the little engine carefully on the rails. ‘I think,’ he added, ‘that whatever it was that got into those tins must have got there somewhere along the production line.’
‘You mean, if it isn’t the metal?’
Gatt suddenly looked directly at Gresham. ‘Yes, that’s right. If it isn’t the metal.’
* * *
As Dick Simmel rode home in the taxi he thought, That’s funny, I shall never be able to get into a taxi again without thinking of Sophie. And that was all right because thinking of Sophie made him feel wonderful. He thought about her all the way home, and went on thinking about her while he took a bath and right up to the time he turned on the TV for the late news.
There was still no mention of radioactivity, since it had been agreed with the press that the full facts were not to be published until the green light was given. But when the announcer opened the bulletin with what news there was about the Tin Can Crisis, as he called it, Dick’s mind returned to the discovery he had made on his own in No. 2 Lab just before the press conference, and which he hadn’t mentioned to anybody.
For the simple reason that he didn’t think he could be right and everyone else wrong.
But it haunted him, and he remembered the Old Man’s ‘act first, tell me afterwards’ remark. Eventually Dick decided to phone up Manson in Birmingham.
Manson wasn’t at the wholesalers’, and when they gave the number of the hotel he wasn’t there either. The porter said: ‘Mr Manson checked out, sir. He said to say that if there were any messages he had decided to return to London on the night train and would be at the office at the usual time.’ Dick thanked him, hung up and lit a cigarette.
He smoked two cigarettes without doing anything, but after he had lit the third he phoned for a Radiocab and dressed rapidly into a pair of corduroys and a sweater, and told the driver to take him to Filbury House.
The night-porter on duty examined his pass carefully, checked it with the list of authorized personnel and gave him the key to No. 2 Lab. Simmel asked him to inform the duty officer of his intentions, and went up in the lift to the fourth floor and along the dimly lit passage to the laboratory.
Inside, the rows of tins with their brightly coloured labels looked gay and innocuous. Yet when Simmel switched on the detection equipment the meter showed a measurable reading even when the ‘microphone thing’ — in fact the detector head — was nowhere near the cans.
There were two rows of cans; one labelled ‘contaminated’ and the other marked ‘clean’. Simmel took down one of the clean cans and held it near the detector head. The meter showed no increase in radiation. Next, he took a contaminated one and did the same thing. This time the meter swung over, as it had done upstairs when Manson conducted his demonstration. It also behaved as before when he emptied the contents on to a plate and checked the radiation from them.
‘So far, so good,’ said Dick aloud.
It was at this point in Manson’s lecture that the machine had broken down the previous day.
‘Now for the bit that Manson left out.’
First he reset the selector switch on the instrument, changing its position from ‘GAMMA’ to ‘ALL’. Then he took the clean can that had given no reading on the dial and opened it up, pouring the contents on to another plate. When he held the head near the shiny, brown mess of little ovals that were the ‘innocent’ beans, the needle shot across the dial again. There was no doubt about it. ‘They’re hot, all right!’ he exclaimed in spite of himself.
After carefully noting which of the now empty cans was which, he took them over to the sink and washed them out thoroughly. Having dried them carefully, he checked them again.
One of them still gave a reading from the outside, as before.
Then Simmel phoned up the Director.

IV. THE THIRD DAY


CHAPTER TEN

When Dick Simmel arrived at the main building for the third day of the meeting, he was quiet and thoughtful. There were two things on his mind — the experiment… and Kate. Especially there was Kate. He hardly answered Sergeant Drake as he reached the main entrance, but walked straight to the lift and pressed the top button. And while the elevator hung poised in space, remaining there as the steel doors of each floor came down past it, he was wondering what to say to her. Whether to tell her now, without dragging things out, or to wait for an opportunity of doing it more gently. For he now knew intuitively — where he hadn’t known before — that she was going to care a great deal. By the time the lift had arrived at the executive floor, he hadn’t made up his mind.
He was reluctant to leave the lift; and he waited there so long after the automatic gates had opened that they had begun to shut again before he stepped out.
She was there, sitting at her desk behind the glass doors, just as if nothing had happened. It was evident that no one else had arrived, for the door leading to Hargreaves’ office was standing wide open.
He thought that now, on the whole, might be the best time to tell her; she would be too busy during the day to think about it too much, and by the end of the day the first shock of it would be over. Soft lights and sweet music, he thought, would hardly be an appropriate setting for what he had to say.
She hailed him cheerfully from the desk, cocking her head on one side. She looked very pretty, Dick thought.
‘Hallo, funny face!’ he said, trying to be cheerful.
A tiny frown appeared just above her nose. He had never called her by this nickname before. ‘Any of them here yet?’
‘No. Had breakfast?’
‘I’m not hungry today.’
‘Dick; what is the matter?’ She studied him carefully. ‘You didn’t phone last night. It’s not like you to say you’ll do something, then not do it.’
He hadn’t phoned because he couldn’t bring himself to do so. He pulled up one of the small chairs and sat down beside her, and Kate thought, My God, this is it. She simply said: ‘I’m not going to put you through the wringer. Who is she?’
‘Just a girl in a taxi. I took the wrong one.’
‘Or the right one.’ She lit a cigarette, and found that her hand was trembling a little. ‘I hope she’s nice.’
‘She is nice. Too bloody nice.’
‘Does she go for you?’
‘I don’t know. I shouldn’t think so.’
‘But of course it doesn’t make much difference whether she does or not.’
‘You’re very perceptive.’
‘I know you pretty well, Dick. Don’t forget that.’ There was one of those awful pauses. Then she said: ‘I knew, of course, that you weren’t really in love with me. That’s why I played everything down. You know, madly gay. The bright conversation in the moonlight. Do you want to marry her?’
‘Yes.’
‘Then I’ve really had it. And I knew well enough that you didn’t want to marry me.’
‘I didn’t know.’
‘Of course not.’
He looked down at his hands, and wrestled with them. ‘You’re being so sweet about it, and I feel… I feel a complete and utter louse.’
‘You needn’t hate yourself. Nobody ever does this sort of thing on purpose. It might have happened too late.’
‘Too late?’ He didn’t think she meant after he’d married her.
Kate said: ‘I wanted you a lot, you know. And when people you want don’t offer to marry you… You say “respectability” is a neurosis. I’d say it was a defence.’
‘Well, if it’s any consolation I’m probably going to burn my fingers over someone who is an infinitely more devastating proposition to me than I would ever be to you.’
She looked at him with a funny expression and said ‘Nuts!’ very quietly. Then: ‘You know one is always reading, in books, about having a funny feeling inside — you know, as if your tummy just wasn’t there any more? Well, now I know what they mean. Books are funny things: they talk about a whole lot of things that don’t really register at all — until you experience them yourself.’
He said: ‘God, but you’re being so nice about it!’
The lift had arrived again and the doors began to open. Kate just had time to say: ‘Please be happy, Dick. Don’t be like poor old Seff and Angela. Don’t be mixed up about things. If she doesn’t want you like hell, get out, and get out quick!’
He squeezed her hand so hard that it hurt. ‘I will, Kate. I promise.’
Kate’s eyes were without tears. Consciously, she thought: ‘You can’t cry at nine-thirty in the morning!’ And then Manson came in through the swing-doors.
* * *
General Tripling was already down for breakfast when Sophie came in. She helped herself to mushrooms and bacon at the sideboard and took her place at the table. Lady Tripling never appeared for breakfast, her habit being to have a glass of orange juice only at this time of day.
The general munched in silence for a while. Then he appeared to notice Sophie for the first time. He said: ‘Who’s this chap Simmett, or whatever his name is?’
‘Simmel. Daddy, do try to keep your cuffs out of your breakfast.’
‘Simmel, then. D’you like him?’
‘I only met him last night.’
He raised his eyebrows slightly and raided the toast-rack. ‘I didn’t ask you when you met him; I asked you whether you liked him!’ Thick wad of butter on the toast. Large dab of marmalade on the butter. ‘I’ve never seen anyone look at you the way he did.’
‘I thought you were reading The Times!’ She knew this trick though. ‘What did you think of him?’
The general munched thoughtfully. ‘Much the same as you did, m’dear. Good manners — presentable — and falling for you like a ton of bricks. He was also frightened of me, and I always enjoy that. Mark of respect. Shows a proper humility. Can’t bear these cocksure blokes. Always turn out to be soft in the head, anyway. Pass the coffee-pot, please.’ She did so, and he poured out with care, dispensing the milk at the same time. ‘Damned awful coffee, this! Must tell Peterson. What’s his line, this chap Simmel? Does he work? People never do these days, far as I can see.’
Those little crinkles on her forehead puckered up as she thought about it. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘except that he was coming out of our building when I saw him. He knew who you were. Perhaps he works upstairs, in the Atomic Development place.’
‘How’d he manage to meet you so neatly? Pick you up?’
‘Not exactly! But he did manage it rather well. He was really rather sweet.’
He looked at her closely for a second; then returned his attention to the toast. ‘Want me to give him a leg up?’
She regarded him humorously, a smile in her eyes. ‘You’re jumping to conclusions, Daddy.’
He wiped his mouth with a napkin. ‘Course I am. How silly of me.’ He got up, glancing at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘Well, I must get to the office.’ He walked the length of the dining-room and opened the door.
‘By the way,’ he said, pausing there, ‘I take it that you brought him in the library to get some sort of reaction from me?’
‘Don’t be silly, Daddy!’ she said. ‘I’m quite capable of weighing people up myself.’
‘Yes, of course you are.’ Dismissing it.
Sophie helped herself to sugar rather casually. ‘Still, supposing I had. What would you say?’
‘In the unlikely event?’
‘In the remotely possible event.’
The general blew a few times through his pipe, then began to unwrap a tobacco-pouch. ‘Sophie,’ he said at length, ‘if you’re half the young woman I think you are, you’d marry him anyway, whether I liked him or not. If you wanted to.’ He started to fill the pipe, and went on talking without looking at her. ‘It’s a funny thing; you’ve only known him for about two minutes and I know perfectly well you’re going to marry him, even if you don’t. I don’t suppose he’s got any money, and that doesn’t matter so long as he isn’t stupid and proud about the fact that you’ve got a bit. But he obviously worships you, so I’d put him out of his agony if I were you. I wouldn’t exactly throw you out of the house if you told me he was the one.’ He struck a match, and gave her a warning look through the flame. ‘Just be sure of one thing’ — he sucked through the pipe, and the match-flame leapt up and down in a regular rhythm, until the tobacco glowed in the pipe-bowl and the match was out — ‘make sure he’s the boss. Give him confidence — otherwise he’ll be afraid of you. Then you’ll both be miserable. I’m just a stupid old general, but I think you could turn this boy into something. Give him a big pair of boots, until he grows into them naturally — he won’t get too big for them. And don’t let him ever have to lick yours. If you start him off in the right way, he’ll rapidly become what you’ve made him think he is — the Man of the House.’
Sophie pushed back a lock of hair, smiled at him. ‘As you say,’ she said, ‘you’re just a stupid old general!’
His mood reverted to the monosyllabic. ‘Want a lift?’
‘No, thanks, Daddy. I don’t have to be there till ten.’
‘What an army!’ he exclaimed. ‘The generals have to be there one hour before the secretaries!’
‘I’m not your secretary,’ she pointed out. ‘You’d better speak to Miss Day about it.’ She kissed him on the forehead. ‘If you dare,’ she added.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Even someone who didn’t know Alec Manson at all would have noticed that he looked confused. His full face was redder than usual. His clearly etched blue eyes, which usually emitted a beam of self-importance and high-pressure urgency, seemed to be tinged with red. Now he tried to hold the Director’s eyes with his, but he had to avert them. The ray of guilt that his eyes propagated scanned the walls and the fan and the faces of Heatherfield and Ganin. He avoided Gresham’s cool gaze. That left only Mr Rupert, who looked through him rather than at him with an expression of smug insolence that quite clearly said: ‘You’ve flunked, and I hope you like it.’
The Director rapped his questions in a manner that did not disguise his feelings. ‘Did Simmel show you the experiment he carried out last night?’
‘Yes, Sir Robert…’
‘Didn’t it occur to you to try the same thing?’
‘I would have if it hadn’t been decided on the first day that we were to work on the theory that it was the tins which were contaminated.’
There was a long silence this time. It was, after all, undeniable that so long as it was assumed that the metal was the prime cause of the trouble, there would be no reason to suppose that the beans inside the allegedly ‘dead’ cans could be ‘hot’. And yet a man of flair — or even somebody more thorough — might well have checked this possibility.
Gresham deliberately concentrated on a ridiculous little game of tiddlywinks he was playing with a few of the children’s coloured discs he had found in his pocket. Hargreaves was noticeably irritated by this, but made no comment because he knew that Frank — who was practically the only friend Manson had got — was embarrassed at seeing the man so compromised. Mr Rupert was rather fascinated by the tiddlywinks and would have liked to join in.
The Director knocked some ash carefully from the end of his cigarette. He smiled one of those smiles. ‘Surely, Alec, in the course of all those tests you made, you must have noticed — if only by accident — that some of the beans which should have been inert were in fact radioactive?’
Manson seemed reluctant to comment on this. He picked up one of the discs that had shot across the table and examined it, needing something to do with his hands. Eventually he put it down again and admitted: ‘As a matter of fact, it did happen once, yes. But I thought the equipment was faulty. We’ve been having trouble with it, you know. You saw it go wrong yesterday, when the red light came on.’
‘Yes, I know,’ said the Director impatiently, ‘but surely it isn’t the only detection equipment in the place?’
‘All the others are out on loan. And even the Home Office couldn’t supply us — all their instruments have been sent out to various depots for the checking of cans stored in bulk.’
‘Yes, yes! As usual, Manson, you seem to have an answer to everything. Well, tell me this: what do you deduce from the facts that have now emerged?’
Manson wiped his brow. ‘In the first place, I still think there is something wrong with the machine. If you remember, I explained yesterday that the particular instrument I was using was set to register gamma rays.’
‘And?’
Manson permitted himself a slightly patronising smile. ‘Well, obviously, it must have been faulty. Some of the tins are radioactive inside but are dead on the outside. But we know gamma rays would penetrate the metal, whereas beta rays wouldn’t. Therefore it is clear that what the machine ‘thought’ were gamma rays were really beta rays all the time.’
Ganin interrupted. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, ‘but I don’t think that is quite right.’
Manson was belligerent. ‘Oh? And why?’
Ganin’s face broke into the smile that so infuriated him. ‘Well, surely,’ he said, ‘if there are beta rays only, and if they are — as Simmel’s experiment suggests — coming from the food and not the metal, how did you ever get any radiation from the outside of the tins at all?’
Manson said ‘Well…’ and stopped there. There was a moment’s silence.
Hargreaves stood up and walked over to his favourite place by the window. ‘Quite right,’ he said thoughtfully, with his back to them. ‘That means that some radiation is going through and some isn’t.’ Then he swung round abruptly, snapping his fingers as he did so. ‘We’ve all been blithering idiots!’ he exclaimed ‘All of us…!’
* * *
The tall young man in the white overalls, which blazoned the word ‘Spigett’s’ in large red letters, looked bored. He hated having to shout above the unspeakable din of the automatic guillotine. And while he shouted the stock explanation of its working principles he did not even look at Gatt properly — like the dragoman showing the tourists round the Pyramids for the four-hundredth time he spoke like a guide-book.
‘As you see,’ he said, ‘the sheets arrive cut in squares, tinplated on both sides. Then they’re fed to this machine which cuts them into strips. Over there is another machine that stamps out the lids.’ They moved over and watched that for a while.
To Gatt, not the least fascinating part of the proceedings was the extraordinary blank expression on the face of each woman operator. It was as if they had been able to switch off their minds at will, allowing their subconscious to do the simple, rhythmic operations that the machines demanded — feeding in the sheets of metal, or helping them on their way if the suction mechanism didn’t grip them quite as it should. Above, endless lines of tins moving with a characteristic rattling sound along conveyors, weaving in and out of each other like motor-cars negotiating the fly-overs of an American highway. If you looked at them for long you became almost mesmerised, so relentless was their march. Gatt looked up while his guide continued with the stock patter, and tried to trace the progress of one can as it left the pounding, viciously brutal machine that rammed and clamped the bottom of each can to the cylinder that was the main body of the tin. He watched it travel forward a little, then round a loop and up to the roof of the shed. There the highway joined forces with three others, all running parallel to each other. Sometimes the traffic in one lane would overtake that of the others, and then, as all four tracks suddenly took a sharp left-hand turn, the faster cans would find themselves on the outside of the curve and the other ones would catch up again. Gatt’s tin rapidly lost its identity among the many; and by the time the four lanes reached a hole in the wall and passed to the next shed, he had no idea which one it was. But to the uncurious faces of the operators — young girls and middle-aged women of every shape and size — each can was just another operation, just another fleeting movement of the hands. Probably it would never occur to them to wonder about it all — to guess at what kind of shop any one tin might end up in, whether a big store in a capital city, a little grocer’s shop smelling of paraffin and candle-wax, or a native duka that constituted the heart of some remote township in Africa. Never would they conjecture upon the final destination of any one of these identical cans, as it was placed on someone’s kitchen table in readiness for the tin-opener and saucepan, its contents to be consumed hungrily by noisy children or a tired dockhand or a country parson taking a snack after visiting a delinquent parishioner.
‘Now we’ll go into the next department,’ shouted the bored young man in the white coat, ‘and you can see how the cans are filled and so on.’ They walked out into the sun and breathed fresh air. A contrast to the smell of hot solder.
Outside the silence was almost a shock, though even here, in the narrow channel between the two buildings, the metallic rattle of the tins on the march could be heard faintly against the muffled pounding of the other machinery. They entered the next building just underneath the conveyors, so that Gatt got a sense of continuity — here, then, was the next part of the film. This shed was very much less noisy than the first one, so that the guide could talk in his normal voice.
‘We’ve got a run of baked beans going at the moment,’ he explained, ‘so you can see the actual process — though in fact the handling or processed peas is almost identical. Here you see the dried beans in their original sacks, just as they are packed at the farms. Mostly they come from the Argentine. The sacks are taken up to the floor above, in the lift over there. Then they are tipped in a hopper filled with water — you see it? The beans will float, but any impurities (stones, earth and so on) sink to the bottom. The beans are scooped out of there and passed over magnets in this big apparatus.’
‘Why the magnets?’
‘To remove any metal that might be present. There’s never much of that, but you can’t be too careful. Here,’ he continued, ‘the beans are shaken through a kind of sieve and are sorted. It’s essential that they are all about the same size — otherwise the small ones would overcook and the big ones wouldn’t be cooked enough. Nothing is wasted, though. The big rejects are used in the soups and the small ones are sold for pig-food.
‘Now we come to a process that will probably interest you a good deal, Mr Gatt. Over here.’ He escorted him over to a row of steel cabinets that looked more like radio transmitters than anything else. But in the front of each was a glass panel, through which could be seen a continuous line of beans, falling in single file into troughs affixed below. ‘Any discoloured beans are thrown out by these machines They work like this every single bean passes through a “magic eye” apparatus — photo-electric cell to you! If it’s too dark in colour an impulse is sent to a high-voltage static charger which immediately puts a charge on the particular bean in question. Now, you see this deflector plate just above one of the troughs? That has a permanent charge on it, of opposite polarity to the one on the defective bean. The discoloured bean is attracted towards the plate and separated from the good beans, which having no charge, drop straight down into the other trough.’
Gatt was impressed. ‘I must say, you people certainly take some trouble about this. Mr Spigett is too modest.’
‘Mr Spigett,’ said the young man dryly, ‘bought this entire plant long after the equipment was installed.’ They walked over to the next gadget without saying anything further on the subject. More girls standing around in white coats.
‘Here the beans are immersed in water and partially cooked. Actually, it isn’t so much the cooking we’re concerned with at this stage, but the blanching — that is, putting the correct amount of moisture back into the bean that was taken out when it was originally dried. Otherwise it would soak up all the tomato sauce, and also the residual air in the bean would spoil the vacuum in the tin. Anyway, here you see the beans coming out at the other end on to a conveyor belt for the actual canning process. See? As each tin comes round, gripped in these chucks, the beans are shot into them through a nozzle. They don’t quite fill the tin because there must be room for the sauce which is put in’ — they moved round to the other side of the machine — ‘through another nozzle here.’
‘Where does the sauce actually come from?’
‘It’s cooked upstairs, and comes down though those pipes in the ceiling. Follow? Good. Now you see the lids being put on the cans, in exactly the same way as the bottoms were put on in the can-making room — except here a number is stamped on at the same time. This number tells us exactly what date the can was filled and what’s inside it.’
They walked along by the side of the conveyor, till again the can disappeared through a slit in the wall. The young man led the way through some double doors.
Gatt said: ‘This is a completely continuous process, then?’
‘That’s right. The cans and the dried beans go in at one end, and the labelled product comes out the other. But we haven’t finished yet. Here they are, coming out of the room we’ve just been in, on the same conveyor. These big cylinders they are being fed into are sort of giant sterilisers. Inside the beans are cooked, and then cooled, you see, while in the airtight tin. And while the cans pass through the machine they are shaken about so that all the beans cook evenly. This process sterilises them as well. And at the other end the cooled tin emerges ready for labelling. You want to see that?’
‘No, thanks.’
‘Well, it’s quite straightforward, anyway. The labels are put on automatically, the boxes are filled and sealed, and everything is ready for delivery. Actually, we are supposed to hold them here for a few days while some tests are made on samples from each batch; but that doesn’t seem to happen nowadays.’
Gatt shot him a curious look. But all he said was: ‘I must say the smell is pretty appetising. If I were working here I’d want to snatch the beans off the line and guzzle myself sick.’
The young man smiled slightly. ‘That’s funny,’ he said, because I can’t even smell them now. I suppose I must have done once, though.’ They were walking back towards the offices, and the young man added: ‘Actually, there are times when I can smell the cooking, now I come to think of it. Especially when they try something new. Like the tomato sauce we had once.’ He took off his white coat, and hung it up outside a door marked Executive Canteen. ‘Come in and have a cup of tea.’
The only other occupant of the canteen at the time was a gloomy, squat little man wearing thick horn-rimmed glasses with powerful magnifying lenses. He had not bothered to remove his white overalls. ‘Morning, Richards!’ he greeted dismally. His mobile, plasticine face simulated a smile. ‘I see we have a visitor.’
‘Yes, this is Mr Gatt. He’s come down to have a look at our factory. Mr Gatt, this is our chief scientist, Mr Mobels.’
‘I’m afraid “chief scientist” is just a high-sounding phrase.’ Richards brought over a pot of tea. ‘Mr Sydney S. Spigett is not greatly taken with scientific matters.’
Gatt sat down, stirred his tea slowly. ‘May I ask you a few questions about the company?’
Mobels nodded. ‘Go ahead.’
‘Well, for a start, how long have you been here?’
‘I came here nearly fifteen years ago. In those days we were Mayhew’s Quality Foods — and I mean quality. Spigett bought this factory four years ago, when Mayhew got into financial trouble.’
‘I thought Spigett started manufacturing baked beans immediately after the war?’
‘He did. But he had a much smaller factory then. Somewhere in Kent, I believe. Anyway, when he bought out poor old Mayhew he sold his other one.’
‘I see. Cigarette, anybody?’ They lit up. Gatt continued: ‘Is the factory still run on the same lines as it used to be?’
Mobels and Richards exchanged glances. ‘I don’t think Mr Spigett would love us very much if I answered that question truthfully,’ said Mobels.
‘But I gather you don’t exactly love him?’
‘He fills my pay packet.’
‘Look,’ said Gatt. ‘I didn’t come down here this morning merely because I am fascinated by canning factories. You know that, though, don’t you?’
‘I gather that there is something in the wind. If you wouldn’t mind telling me what it’s all about—’
‘I can’t just at the moment. You’ll have to take my word for it that it is exceedingly important for me to get at the truth.’
‘All right. This is about the long and the short of it.
‘In the old days we used to be meticulous here. Not only did we taste every single batch that went out, but we carried out exhaustive tests to ensure the absolute purity of each product. You know, everything from the overall pH to growing moulds on the food in high-humidity cubicles and checking the chemical content of the tomato sauce. Even regulating its viscosity. Well, we still do. Only it’s a complete farce; because whatever we find and recommend the tins go out on the market just the same. The beans can be overcooked or undercooked, the sauce can be sour, the cans may be imperfectly sealed. But nobody cares. I think we are only kept here to keep up appearances — to impress Public Health inspectors who are used to the meticulous habits of the reputable companies. And having told you that, I suppose I’d better start looking for another job.’ This was said without the smile that should have gone with it.
‘On the contrary, Mr Mobels. For I can assure you that Mr Spigett’s only chance of avoiding being closed down altogether is to restore the vigilance that should be kept to protect the public. You would, in fact, be doing your employer a service if you were to be completely frank. So how about it?’
‘What are you driving at?’
Gatt rested his elbows on the table and looked at him penetratingly. ‘There are already three question-marks in my mind; two of them have arisen since I came here this morning; the other cropped up last night. Let’s deal with the new ones first.
‘Mr Richards told me that the numbers stamped on the lids of the cans denote the date and contents. Well, in view of what you have said about the working of the factory under Spigett, would you say that these can be relied upon?’
‘As far as I know, yes. Inasmuch as anything here can be relied upon.’
Gatt raised his eyebrows. ‘It’s pretty important, Mr Mobels.’
‘So is everything else, when you are dealing with products for human consumption. But that’s my answer.’
‘Well, if the numbers are okay, I take it that the cans are identifiable even if they are issued under new labels in foreign countries?’
‘That is so.’
‘Right. That’s the first point. Now for the second: what went wrong with the tomato sauce about a year ago?’
Richards said sharply: ‘I didn’t say anything went wrong. I said I noticed a difference in the smell.’
Mobels silenced him. ‘Nothing went wrong. That’s all there is to it.’
‘Then why did it smell different?’
‘Because a different type of sugar was used. Beet instead of cane.’
‘For how long did you use a different sugar?’
‘Not long.’
‘Long enough for one batch?’
‘For one run, you mean? I don’t know. I would have to look it up.’
‘How many cans in one “run”, as you call it?’
Mobels shrugged. ‘Could be anything. Depends on the orders.’
‘Could you find out how many cans were in that particular run — the one when you used beet sugar?’
Mobels picked up the phone and dialled an internal number. He scarcely looked at the dial at all; his eyes were on Gatt. ‘I don’t know why you’re so interested, but that’s something I can find out straight away. I still keep records, you know — even if no one else ever looks at them.’ He spoke into the instrument and gave some instructions. ‘They’ll call me back on it,’ he said when he had replaced the receiver.
Gatt said: ‘It is hard for me to believe that the smell would be different, merely because the sugar was refined from beet instead of cane.’
‘I agree that on the face of it one wouldn’t think so. But, on the other hand, a slight chemical difference would result in a slightly different chemical reaction with the other constituents in the sauce. What was your third point?’
‘Oh yes. Well, I had a phone call last night from Mr Seff — my colleague — which led me to check on your supplies of sheet metal. So would you mind telling me this: where does Spigett get the steel with which to manufacture the cans?’
‘Has a contract with Keith and Rogers.’
‘A lot of people have contracts with Keith and Rogers. And they told me this morning the quantities they delivered during the period in question. But does your company get it all from them?’
‘I suppose so.’
‘You suppose so.’ Gatt stubbed out his cigarette angrily. ‘Mr Mobels, how is it that Mr Spigett sells more tins than he had metal for? Is he a magician or something?’
Mobels said calmly: ‘You’ll have to ask him that question yourself. I don’t buy the metal.’
‘Ever heard of Newlands Steel?’
A flat ‘No’. Gatt believed him: he was inclined to think, in any case, that the ‘contaminated metal’ theory was a false lead. The probability that Spigett was, in fact, getting cheap metal from somewhere was beside the point, in his opinion.
He focused his eyes on a dreadful reproduction of a pseudo-Dutch painting that hung on the wall behind Mobels. ‘Somewhere along that production line,’ said Gatt, only just speaking aloud, ‘something happened which we don’t know about. It could have been anywhere — the solder in the seams of the cans, impurities in the blanching oven — even some sort of dust that got into the empty tins on their way along the conveyer.’ A thought struck him. ‘Mr Richards, didn’t you say that the beans are passed over a system of electro-magnets?’
Richards still seemed rather bored with it all. ‘That is so, yes.’
Mobels said: ‘What about it?’
‘Just trying to narrow down the possibilities.’
‘I get you,’ said Mobels. ‘Of course, not all the oxides of metals are necessarily attracted by magnets. So if you’re thinking about an impurity of that sort, it could have gone clean through.’
‘Which means,’ added Gatt, ‘that we can’t exclude the possibility of the impurity existing in the beans themselves.’
Mobels looked directly across the table at Richards. ‘And of course in any case the magnets only work when they are switched on.’ An accusation here.
Richards didn’t like this game of cat-and-mouse. ‘We stopped the line,’ he said shortly.
‘I see,’ said Gatt, wondering if there was any limit to their negligence, ‘but how long had the process been going on without the magnets working?’
Richards’ throat had tightened up slightly. ‘I don’t know for certain. The coils of the magnets had burned out.’
‘Isn’t there an ammeter, or something, to show when the thing is working?’ Richards agreed reluctantly that there was. ‘Well, whose job is it to watch the ammeter?’
‘Mine.’
‘And were you watching it?’
‘No,’ he said. Then blurted out: ‘I was too busy showing visitors round the factory.’
Gatt laughed shortly. ‘You win that set!’
Mobels said. ‘I still think you’re on the wrong tack.’ He had not laughed.
‘Possibly,’ rejoined Gatt, ‘but, as any detective will tell you, you must examine every possibility before the true facts can emerge. Still, I think you may be right; after all, the beans are washed, aren’t they, as well as being passed over the magnets. I’m more interested in the tomato sauce. Let’s get back to that.’
‘I’ve told you all I know. I can’t say anything more until they phone down with the information you asked for.’
‘You can tell me this: would it not be usual for you to investigate any abnormal situation that might arise — such as a change in flavour or smell — unless, of course, it was intentional?’
‘I would naturally be a little… curious.’
‘Exactly. So no doubt you made some tests.’
Mobels was silent for a few moments, as if undecided whether or not to answer. Then he said: ‘Yes. I did.’
‘And what did you find?’
‘As I said. The sugar was different.’
‘Uhuh. Now, when you did these tests, are you quite sure that you found nothing else besides the fact that a different type of sugar was being used?’ Mobels hesitated, bridged the pause by lighting another cigarette. Gatt persisted. ‘You must answer this question.’
‘All right. I’ll tell you. We did find traces of something that we couldn’t identify.’
‘In the cans or in the sauce?’
‘Well, both. The tests were made on the finished product.’
‘So you wouldn’t know for certain where the impurity was introduced?’
‘Not for certain. But I personally thought it was the sugar in the sauce.’
‘What were the characteristics of this impurity?’
‘Well, the concentration was very slight, so it wasn’t easy to isolate. But I think it was some kind of oxide. Perhaps calcium.’
Gatt found his voice had suddenly become difficult to control. But he went on: ‘What did you do when you found this oxide that you thought was calcium?’
Mobels weighed each word. ‘I immediately sent word to dispatch that the entire block was to be held pending investigation.’
‘And what happened?’
Spigett had entered quietly through the other door and was listening intently. Gatt took no notice of him but repeated the question.
Mobels looked up uneasily. Then he said: ‘The whole lot had already been shipped. There was nothing I could do.’
Spigett said sharply: ‘What’s all this? I instructed Richards to take you round the factory; not to waste Mr Mobels’ time with questions about our own private business.’
Gatt said quietly: ‘It’s not exactly “private business” any longer, Mr Spigett. And I’ve got one question for you.’
‘Well?’
‘What are the batch numbers of the contaminated tins?’
‘I already told you at the meeting.’
‘I’ve forgotten. Tell me again, please.’
‘I don’t see what it’s got to do with either Mobels or Richards.’
‘Would you prefer to tell me privately, then? It doesn’t make any difference.’
Spigett shrugged impatiently. Then he burrowed in his breast pocket and produced a screwed up piece of paper. ‘The series begins,’ he said, ‘with J4-17: contents QN4W. The figure “17” indicates the date of canning; the QN4W shows what’s in the tin, and remains the same for the whole run — that is, up to J4-23. Satisfied?’
Gatt’s smile did not carry humour. ‘Not entirely. I won’t be until I know what happened to every single tin in that batch.’
Spigett consulted his watch ostentatiously. ‘Well, I’m afraid you won’t discover anything much about their distribution from this end. Hadn’t we better get back? Your Mr Seff will be back by now.’
‘Yes, I knew.’ Gatt wondered about the promised telephone call. ‘Do you mind if we have another cup of tea first?’
Spigett expressed no surprise at Gatt’s sudden new passion for tea-drinking. ‘Why, of course!’ he effused. ‘How inhospitable of me. I’ll order another pot.’
‘Don’t trouble,’ said Gatt. ‘This one will do.’
‘What do you think I have a canteen staff for?’ He busied himself giving unnecessary orders to the manageress, who was instantly thrown into a state of utter confusion.
When comparative peace had been restored, Gatt said: ‘Mr Spigett, how often do you eat your own products?’
‘How often? Do I eat my own products?’ He laughed. ‘How often would you eat your products if you got them for free, Mr Gatt?’
Gatt had long-since learned that he couldn’t expect Spigett to give a simple answer to any question. ‘I gather, then,’ he said, ‘that you eat them fairly often?’
‘Of course! They’re the best, aren’t they? Of course I do. I was brought up on baked beans. Sydney Spigett,’ he said proudly, ‘does not change his habits, even if he changes his suits more often these days!’ He gave Gatt a terrific nudge with his elbow. ‘That’s a good one, eh, Gatt? Here’s your tea.’ The Jovial Spigett now.
‘I wonder if it’s occurred to you,’ said Arlen very quietly, ‘that if there was ever anything wrong with those beans — and indeed we do know, don’t we, that something was wrong — you might have been poisoning yourself.’
Spigett’s smile remained. ‘Well,’ he said, drawing the word out as if it were made of rubber, ‘to tell you the truth, I don’t often eat them myself really. If we have them at home at all, they’re usually eaten—’ He broke off, the smile frozen stupidly on his face.
‘You were saying?’
Spigett put the teapot down with a thump. When he spoke again his voice was entirely different. ‘They’re usually eaten,’ he continued, into a silence only broken by the rattle of tins in the distance, ‘by my wife.’ He walked slowly across the room and seemed suddenly dazed. ‘You see,’ he explained, talking almost to himself, ‘I’m a busy man. I’m always eating out. Margaret stays home. She likes to. I bought her a new TV set not long ago. The biggest and best you can buy. When the servants are out, she opens a few cans and roughs it, like we used to. If you can call sitting in a Mayfair flat “roughing it”. She’s proud of me; proud of my achievements. And proud of my tins. She even designed the label, you know. And she really eats the stuff.’ Between that moment and the point, a few seconds later, when the phone-bell menaced them, Gatt was conscious of a new and surprising thought. ‘Funny,’ his mind spoke out, ‘this man really cares about his wife.’
Mobels picked up the phone. He listened, most of the time, just uttering an occasional ‘yes’ and writing things on a piece of paper. Then: ‘No. No one told us here. But I can tell you now that they are. Yes. And any lab samples you may have.’
He hung up. The others stared expectantly. Spigett was tapping out a message on the table-top with his signet-ring. When Mobels spoke, it was to Gatt. ‘I’m not clear,’ he said, ‘why we weren’t told before at the factory what the suspected batch-numbers were.’
‘All right,’ said Gatt, ‘I’ll tell you. But you won’t like it much. There were two reasons: first, that we knew there were no cans of that batch left — they were all sent out almost before the contents were cold; and second, I’m afraid we didn’t trust anyone beyond the few who knew already.’
Mobels’ voice was sulphuric but calm. ‘That’s a pity,’ he said, ‘because it so happens that besides the samples that are still up in my laboratory, there are still some ten thousand cans of J4-22 in the store.’
Richards gaped at him stupidly. ‘But… how?’
‘Because,’ explained Mobels imperturbably, ‘they were returned by a wholesaler. Somebody didn’t like the taste.’
‘And you didn’t know?’ said Gatt incredulously.
‘That’s right,’ he agreed glibly, ‘I didn’t know.’
‘Why the hell not?’ Gatt controlled himself with an effort. ‘How did your man find out just now?’ he asked, more calmly.
‘Because the numbers tie up with the tomato sauce that was manufactured for J4-22. My assistant has just checked with Dispatch.’
‘And where are the cans being held?’
‘In the main dispatch hall.’
Spigett began to stammer something. Gatt just said ‘Shut up,’ and turning to Mobels he asked how long the cans had been stacked in the dispatch hall.
Mobels’ face was expressionless. ‘It must be several months since they were returned,’ he said.
Gatt banged his cup down on the table with savage force. ‘You fools! You bloody, half-baked, incompetent fools! You, Mobels! You spend fifteen minutes running down your employer, telling me he “isn’t greatly taken with scientific matters”, and, at the same time, display a degree of negligence yourself which is perilously near the actually criminal. You’re quite happy to take his money, yet you sit back and permit the most incredible hazards to public safety that one could possibly have conceived. You carry out so-called “tests” on some contaminated fluid and come to the conclusion that it is “perhaps calcium”. Incredibly, you leave it at that. Well, I’ll concede that in small concentrations it is impracticable to discriminate between calcium and other substances with very similar characteristics. But you could at least have sent a sample for outside analysis. Or would that have been too much trouble?’
Infuriatingly, Mobels still didn’t react. Just sat there with a slight, humourless smile on his face, enjoying the performance. ‘I fail to see,’ he said, in his own good time, ‘what you’re getting all worked up about, Mr Gatt. Nobody’s going to eat the contents of the condemned tins.’
Gatt answered him equally quietly. ‘Is your knowledge of chemistry so rusty that you have forgotten your Periodic Tables?’
The cynical smile broadened slightly on Mobels’ smug, self-satisfied face. ‘I don’t think so. Let me see: calcium is number 20, isn’t it?’
‘It is. And what is the one that is normally written immediately below it?’
Mobels gave the matter thought, still quite unhurriedly, screwing up his face in the process. ‘Number 38 would have similar characteristics, wouldn’t it? That would be strontium.’ And the smile disappeared from his face as if it had never been there. He added, flatly, the single word ‘Christ.’
‘It’s a little late for blasphemy,’ said Gatt grimly, ‘but I see you get the point, Radio-strontium, actually.’ He paused for one loaded moment, staring over the man’s shoulder. ‘There’s just one thing that doesn’t add up,’ he said, as if to himself. Then: ‘Well, we’ll have to do what we can to protect the unsuspecting workers in this deadly place. Spigett, where’s the amplifier room? I want to speak over the Tannoy.’
Spigett’s voice was low and hoarse. ‘I suppose you’re going to close down my factory?’ Gatt’s expression was enough. The canning magnate said: ‘I’ll take you there,’ in a voice his employees would not have recognised.
Gatt had almost forgotten Richards. Now he had something for him to do. ‘Is there a master-switch that will stop the production line? Without turning off the amplifier?’
‘Yes. In the power room.’
‘Get to it.’
‘I’ll have to fetch the key from Main Gate.’
‘I don’t care if you have to get a hatchet from the Fire Station. But I want that line stopped.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Richards departed at the double.
‘Mobels, get me a man — any man, quickly. When you’ve done that get through to Whitehall 0011 and ask for Sir Robert Hargreaves. Give him the gist of what has come to light and ask him to hang on for me. Got it?’
Mobels hesitated and Spigett snarled ‘Get cracking!’ through his clenched teeth. Mobels shrugged and left the room without hurrying. But he returned with a workman in surprisingly quick time. Gatt sent the man off to his car, with instructions to fetch a large leather box from the back. ‘Here’s the key. The box is heavy and fragile, so be careful with it. Bring it into the factory — Dispatch Department… I’ll meet you there.’ The man departed.
Gatt nodded tersely to Spigett, and the two men left at a brisk walk for the amplifier room.
* * *
Inside the sheds the blank-faced women and the white-coated men were going about their familiar tasks while the ‘Music While You Work’ programme somehow penetrated the din of the machinery.
Abruptly the music stopped and a few of the workers stared in perplexity at the loudspeakers. Others hardly noticed until a man’s voice, clear and compelling, echoed and throbbed round the factory. Gaping, they listened to a few short, startling sentences and obediently stood away from their machines, gathering round in little groups near the speakers while the unattended machinery pounded on and the clicking, clattering tins paraded along in never-ending streams above their heads. Then, as that staccato voice jabbed into the metallic atmosphere with some concise instructions, there came a change in the note of the machinery. And gradually the motors died, slowing the cans on the conveyors, retarding the sadistic machinery of the sealing equipment, arresting the gear-wheels that turned and the pinions which engaged with them until the heartbeat of the factory was stilled.
For a few moments there was only the continued relaying of Gatt’s amplified voice, unreal but deafening now. The groups of workers stood as still as the stanchions that rose all around them to the roof. Then, after a firm warning against panic, even the voice ceased. There was utter silence.
Until the murmurs of uncomprehending people began to build from a sibilant whisper to a concerted crowd effect that could not have been simulated in any broadcasting studio.
And slowly, just as the residual air is expelled from the body of a dead person, so the people, stunned into a state of calm, uncomprehending obedience, drifted out of the factory exits.
But the cancer that was alive in those ten thousand tins sent the pointer of an instalment, set in the casing of a heavy leather box, right across the dial — into the red segment.
Gatt said very quietly: ‘Spigett, I want a list of every man or woman in the factory who has reported sick since these cans were returned…’

CHAPTER TWELVE

Frank Gresham had said nothing since Manson had been confronted with the results of Simmel’s overnight discovery. For one thing, it was a technical matter that he did not altogether understand, and for another he was embarrassed to see anyone put on the spot — even Alec Manson.
But now he looked up from his private game of tiddlywinks, quite startled at Hargreaves’ sudden ejaculation. He made no comment to Sir Robert, but greeted Jack Seff as he came into the room.
Jack had also heard the Director’s sfortzando observation. ‘How have we all been “blithering idiots”?’ he demanded, closing the door behind him. He looked surprisingly fresh after his flight down from Glennaverley. ‘I’m quite willing to concede the point — but in what way?’
The Director hailed him from where he was standing by the window. ‘Jack, I think we’re pretty near the truth at last.’ In a few long strides he had crossed the room, stood alongside Seff. ‘Let’s see if it hits you the same as it does me.’ He picked up two cans that were lying on top of the filing cabinet. ‘Say the one in my left hand gives a reading on the geiger instrument and the one in my right hand doesn’t.’
‘Yes.’
‘Then you open up both cans and find the contents of both are “hot”. What do you deduce?’
Seff made a whistling noise through his teeth. ‘I think I’m beginning to see what you’re driving at. But didn’t Alec —?’
‘Remember, the assumption was that it was the metal that was radioactive.’
‘Quite. My assumption.’
‘And everybody else’s too.’
Seff glanced across at Alec, wondering why he hadn’t tried every combination as part of investigation routine. Alec Manson averted his eyes, and suddenly found something very interesting on the wall. ‘Well,’ said Seff, ‘the snappy catch answer is that there must be two kinds of radiation: gamma rays (which penetrate the tin) and alpha (or beta) — which don’t.’
‘Actually, Simmel found last night that it was beta.’
‘Simmel? How did he get into the act?’ Jack lit a cigarette and said to Manson: ‘I’m sorry, Alec, but I simply fail to see how you could have made such a mistake. Surely, all you had to do was to check a “hot” can after it had been emptied and cleaned, and you would have found that it was no longer “hot”.’
Manson was crimson in the face. ‘Really? And you think I didn’t try that? If you’re so clever, try it yourself.’
Hargreaves said: ‘Quite right. Simmel found the same thing last night.’
Seff said: ‘Well, you’re not going to tell me the cans themselves are radioactive as well. The chances of that happening are millions against! As it is, we’ve got two different kinds of radiation in the food — though I’d put my last shirt on both substances having originated from the same source.’
It was Manson who got the answer this time. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I’ll tell you what happened. Now we know it’s the food inside that’s “hot”, the problem’s easy.’
‘I wish,’ said Hargreaves, ‘I thought it was easy.’
Manson said: ‘You remember, in the first place, we thought the food might have been contaminated through the sauce dissolving the coating on the inside of the can? Well, the same thing has happened, only the other way round. The coating in the tin is now “hot”, as you call it, because it had combined chemically with something in the fluid. That is why we still get a reading after the cans have been emptied. Scrape the inner coating off and the can will be dead as a dodo.’
Seff broke the silence. ‘The man’s right,’ he said simply. ‘I apologise, Alec.’
‘You needn’t apologise,’ said Manson, this time without malice. ‘I still made the mistake of not checking the beans inside the inert cans.’ Seff took the point with a nod.
Hargreaves said: ‘My God, what a beautiful muddle — and two days utterly wasted! You realise what this means, don’t you?’
‘Yes,’ said Seff unemotionally. ‘It means that the tins we thought were harmless aren’t harmless at all. Does Gatt know this?’
‘No. And he’s still down at the Spigett factory. He’ll be back after lunch.’ Hargreaves took his place at the table. He looked very tired at that moment. He said: ‘Did you discover anything up at Marsdowne last night?’
‘I found what I suspected: that there are no isotopes missing from there. I went right through the books with Selgate and everything’s accounted for. Of course, it’s possible that such isotopes might have been obtained elsewhere, and somehow got into the food, though I think it’s unlikely.’
‘What, then, is your preferred theory?’
Seff fixed his eyes on the hub of the fan, as if he were wondering whether anything could be done about that squeak, ‘Well, of course, the alternative,’ he said casually, ‘is some unforeseen result of a reaction capable of producing the substances in question.’
‘Any particular reaction?’
Seff shrugged. ‘Hard to say. But the ordinary uranium-235 reaction would produce, among other fission products, caesium-137 and strontium-90. Caesium gives gamma (and beta as well, incidentally, but that just confuses the issue) and radio-strontium would account for the beta particles.’
‘The same reaction, in fact,’ said Manson, following Self’s eyes up to the fan, ‘as Project 3.’
If Seff noticed any innuendo in this he didn’t show it. ‘Yes,’ he said expressionlessly, ‘or any other uranium-operated pile — and that includes nearly every reactor in this country. In any case, I’m still only guessing as to their identity.’ He went on without pursuing the point. ‘What I don’t entirely understand is the uneven distribution of the two isotopes in the tins. Some of them must contain practically no gamma radiator at all — hence the fact that with these you get no reading from the outside.’
Gresham got up. ‘I’d better make sure that the necessary warnings have gone out; I sent top-priority signals first thing this morning, but I’d like to be certain that this business of the supposedly inert tins is acted upon pronto. I’ll be down in the Signal Office on the ground floor.’ He paused by the door. ‘By the way, have you decided when the press are to be allowed to print their stuff resulting from yesterday’s conference?’
‘I haven’t,’ said the Director with some emphasis. ‘But the P.M. has. Personally, I would have preferred to gag the press until we had got a bit further with the investigation; but he feels very strongly that the facts should be published at once. So the deadline is one o’clock today. Of course, there’ll have to be a further release now, about the new development. Will you arrange that, Frank?’
‘Leave it to me, old boy.’
Seff said: ‘You’ve left your toys on the table, Frank!’
The Director was not amused.
‘Is Heatherfield coming in this morning?’ asked Seff, unabashed.
‘No. He leaves for Nairobi immediately after lunch, and he’s gone to the Home Office this morning to meet the team of experts who are going with him.’
Mike Ganin said: ‘Look, Sir Robert. So far I’ve been nothing more nor less than a red herring. But there is one way in which I could help. I know Africa and the Africans. Though I come from B.G., I am of African origin myself. And I’m coloured. Let me go with Mr Heatherfield, if he will have me, and help on the other side. I think I could make myself useful.’
‘A very generous offer,’ said Hargreaves. ‘But could you leave at such short notice?’
Mike said simply: ‘I have a suitcase.’
‘Good. That’s settled. There’ll be plenty of room on the plane; the R.A.F. have lent us a Comet II. Will you go and talk to Simmel? He’ll fix you up with any papers you may need. You’d better have a few jabs, too.’
Mike grimaced. ‘Oh, that needle!’
‘Murder, isn’t it! Off you go, Mike.’ He added: ‘I’d like you to know how grateful I am for your help.’
* * *
Seff said: ‘I just don’t get it, Robert.’ They were left alone for a while — Manson had gone off in a flap to the laboratory, and Mr Rupert was in Simmel’s office typing up his notes.
‘The whole thing stinks. Consider: here we’ve got a lot of cans containing two different radioactive substances. And just to confuse the issue, they are mixed in different proportions; some of the cans containing little or none of the gamma emitter. How? What sort of accident could have such a result?’ He had a go with the tiddlywinks, and succeeding in shooting a green one right up in the air and across the table.
‘Jack, do you mind not doing that? My nerves are strained enough as it is.’
Seff smiled apologetically. ‘Sorry!’ He lit a cigarette instead and drew hard on it. ‘You know, I think we’ve got to assume the worst.’
‘Marsdowne? Yes,’ he said slowly, ‘I agree.’ He hesitated. Then: ‘I suppose you don’t know anything that I don’t know?’ A throw-away line.
‘I only wish I did.’ His private cloud of smoke was disseminated by the fan. ‘Where do we start?’
‘The pumping-room?’
‘We’d never get near the place, unfortunately. Why the pumping-room in particular?’
‘Just an idea I had.’
Seff didn’t say anything to this. Instead: ‘We’ll have to try an air search again. Go over every inch and electronically “hoe” the entire area.’
‘Helicopters with detection equipment? I think we’d draw a blank. After all, Gatt has done that many times already, and the answer has always been a lemon.’
‘I know. And now two years have gone by without a shred of evidence of anything having leaked out of the pile. On the other hand, this whole business suggests a certain sly cunning on the part of the Mighty Atom. Nobody noticed anything creeping uninvited into those tins. Yet something did. Two somethings, in fact. It’s almost as if the little monsters know when we’re not looking. We’ve got to catch them unawares. If I were a radioactive isotope lying on the ground somewhere near Marsdowne right now, the last thing I’d expect would be a search at this late date.’ He staged a shudder. ‘It gives you the creeps.’
‘All right; if you want the area searched again, Seff, I’ll have it done. And done so thoroughly that there can be no possible doubt, one way or the other, at the end of it.’ He picked up the phone. ‘Get me General Tripling,’ he said. ‘He’ll be in conference downstairs, I think.’
The operator finally traced the general to the luncheon-room. Hargreaves said: ‘That you, Horace? Robert here.’
‘Hallo, Bob. In the middle of my blasted lunch.’
‘What an unearthly time to eat!’
‘Know. Got to go down to Aldershot. Blinking nuisance, but there you are. What do you want?’
‘Helicopters.’
‘Why mine? Why not the R.A.F.?’
‘Because you owe me a favour.’
‘Corruption at the top level. It was a pretty fifth-rate mine-detector, anyway.’
‘Got a better one?’
‘Where do you want the choppers?’
‘Scotland. Glennaverley.’
‘When?’
‘Today.’
‘Stap me. You’re not asking much.’
‘I know I’m asking a great deal,’ said the Director quite seriously. ‘But it is extremely important.’
‘It must be. How many do you want?’
‘Three, if possible. Got to comb a wide area at low altitude.’
‘Ah. We’ll see what we can do. Though heaven knows, about three-quarters of the army is engaged in this business already. I’ll call you back in a few minutes. By the way, have you got a chap named Simmel in your establishment?’
‘Yes; he’s my P.A. What’s he been up t: o?’
‘Nothing — yet! What d’you make of him?’
‘You’re very curious.’
‘I have every reason to be. He seems to be falling in love with my daughter.’
‘Is he now? What an inconvenient time he’s picked for romance. I’ll have to speak to him about it.’
‘Bob. You know Sophie means the world to me. What’s she in for?’
‘Dick has access to all my files, both personal and top-secret. He knows my bank balance, and has only been bumptious once — right at the beginning. That in itself is practically a record in P.A.s. When my mother was dying he was the first to be there — on a Sunday and unasked. Any more questions?’
‘Thanks. You’ve told me all I want to know. I’ll phone you about the helicopters. Do you want to install equipment? If so, I’ll want to know the R.V. and so on. All right?’
‘Fine. I’ll arrange all the details in the meanwhile.’ After hanging up, the Director was human enough to wonder how Kate Garnet was taking it.
He didn’t have long to ruminate upon such personal matters, however. Just twenty seconds after he had replaced the receiver the bell rang again.
‘Hargreaves here,’ he said shortly.
‘My name is Mobels,’ said a rather indistinct voice, ‘and I’m speaking from the Spigett Canning Factory.’
‘Yes? What is it?’
‘It’s about your Mr Gatt. He asked me to get you on the line.’
The Director snapped irritably: ‘Well, can’t he speak to me himself?’
‘Not at the moment. Perhaps I’d better explain…’

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Director sat tensely erect at the head of the conference table, his hands gripping the arms of the chair tightly, as if they were the rails of a companion-way. But if there was to be a storm, this was still the calm that heralded it.
He felt no mercy towards Spigett. ‘I don’t have to tell you, do I,’ he began, ‘what a mess you’re in? You may even have to face a criminal negligence charge.’
Spigett said: ‘Get on with it. I’m for the high jump. I’m ruined, and I deserve it. That’s my worry. What’s yours?’
‘Mine is to discover as soon as possible the life-history of the contaminated sugar.’
Spigett was perfectly calm and businesslike. ‘I bought it from Gould’s. And Gould himself is in the outer office now, so you’d better speak to him.’
Gould was a fussy, dapper little man who spoke so fast and so quietly that he even had Mr Rupert confused.
‘Good gracious gracious!’ he said. ‘What a terrible thing. I’ve never had anything like this happen before. I hope it isn’t due to any carelessness at my refinery. Oh, I do hope so. Impurities in my sugar? Radioactive impurities. Most extraordinary.’
‘Well, we don’t know for certain yet,’ said the Director, ‘but it rather looks as if something did get into the sugar. Perhaps it got there after it was refined. How is the sugar stored?’
‘Dear me. Well, it is stored in a big shed, you know. The granulated sugar, that is. In bins.’
‘Open bins?’
‘Dear me. And what exactly do you mean by an open bin?’
‘I mean a bin with no lid.’
‘Ah. Well, of course, they don’t have lids because the sugar is poured into the top down chutes, you see. So of course they couldn’t have lids, could they?’
Gatt said: ‘How long does the sugar remain in the bins before it is packed?’
‘Ah. That’s quite a conundrum, isn’t it? The new sugar is put in at the top, and the old sugar comes out of the bottom and is packed in cartons. So the bins are never empty — except when they are cleaned.’
‘Let us think of layers of sugar then,’ persisted Gatt. ‘How long do you think it might take for a layer of sugar to go through the bin, top to bottom?’
‘Well, that depends how quickly you take it out, doesn’t it?’ said Gould with a sudden smile of triumph.
Seff tried this time. ‘I take it you have several of these bins?’
‘That’s right. Six. Or is it seven? Gracious, I’m not sure. Perhaps it is six.’
‘You’d agree with me, then, that the more bins you have, the longer it takes for the sugar level to go down in each of them. I mean,’ he added, seeing Mr Gould’s face suddenly fogging over with confusion, ‘I mean that if you only had one bin, the sugar would go down six times as fast as it would if you were using all six of them?’
Gould expressed agreement because it sounded logical, not because he understood.
Seff continued: ‘Also, the chances of an impurity getting in would be greatly increased by using six bins instead of one, owing to the greater surface area of sugar exposed at the top.’
‘Good gracious gracious,’ said Gould. ‘But what could get in?’
‘Is the shed fully enclosed?’ said Gatt.
Gould thought this funny and tittered slightly. ‘Heavens, do you suppose I let my sugar get exposed to wind and weather? “Season of mist and mellow fruitfulness”!’ he quoted, somewhat obscurely. ‘It wouldn’t do at all. Besides, we get a lot of wind in that part of Scotland. The sugar would be blown about for miles!’ An indulgent beam.
‘I didn’t know your refinery was in Scotland,’ said the Director casually.
‘Good heavens, yes! In the Highlands. We’ve always been there, you know. Why, as Bobby Burns said—’
‘What part of Scotland?’
‘You know Scotland, then? You know the Highlands? Well, I’m not really a Scot myself, although on my mother’s side—’
The Director managed to repeat the question without rising his voice, but it took all the control he could muster. All the same, he managed to instil into the question a tone which brought the threatened travelogue to a dead stop. Mr Rupert shifted in his chair and waited, his delicate hands poised above the keyboard of the Stenotype machine.
‘Glennaverly,’ said Gould. ‘It’s near Loch Logie.’ The fan made fifteen leisurely revolutions before anyone spoke again. And with each revolution a slight but maddening little squeak. Only nobody was listening to it.
Seff knocked some ash off his cigarette and said, very calmly: ‘Quod Erat Demonstrandum.’
Hargreaves continued with the questions just as people continued to play chess during an air-raid when the motor of a flying-bomb suddenly cut out. ‘You say your shed is fully enclosed. How, then, is it ventilated? It must presumably have windows?’
‘No. Not windows. Air-conditioning!’ He said it as if it were a brand-new invention. ‘We had it installed a couple of years ago. Gracious, what an expense! And what a trouble!’
Gatt said: ‘Why do you say “trouble”?’
‘Well, it’s no trouble now. Fully automatic, you know.’
‘But you had trouble?’
‘At first we did. Good gracious, I should say so! The filters, you see. They used to get clogged up. As I said, it’s a windy part of the world. So we used to get bracken and heather and old newspapers and every kind of fiddelly-diddelly mixed up in it.’
‘So what did you do about it?’ asked Gatt.
‘We had them redesigned.’
‘And how did you get on in the meanwhile?’
Mr Gould giggled. ‘Why, we did the only thing we could do! We ran the air-conditioning without them. It worked just as well. In fact, it worked better.’
‘And how long did you run them like that?’
‘Goodness gracious gracious! Now you’re asking me! Well, off-hand I’d say about six months.’
Then suddenly it hit him. Nobody had to say anything more. Indeed, he had said it all. He thought of the six open-topped bins — or was it seven? — and the unfiltered air being pumped in from outside and the high winds blowing down the valley from Loch Logie and the strange, unbelievable fact that impurities had been found in a lot of tin cans, and he saw. Nothing could alter his dapper appearance, however, and the change in him was neither obvious nor dramatic. Everybody does something with their hands under duress; and all he could think of doing was to straighten his very conservative tie which was already quite straight.
* * *
They got rid of Gould and Spigett when Manson returned from the laboratory.
‘I tried scraping the coating from the inside of the tin,’ said Manson. ‘And I was right; I got no reading from the metal afterwards!’
Nobody seemed very interested in his rather tardy triumph, however. The Director just nodded assent and Manson shut up and sat down. Gatt brought him up-to-date on the facts.
‘I see,’ said Manson, and looked across at Seff.
‘I tell you one thing,’ said jack (he was addressing the Director specifically), ‘there was a design fault in Project 3.’
Hargreaves said heatedly: ‘Well, why in hell didn’t you say so before?’
‘Because I didn’t know before. I found out last night. I fed all the data to the computer and got a very rude answer.’
‘To the effect that the thing shouldn’t have operated at all,’ added Gatt, completing the confessional.
Seff gave him a sideways look. ‘How did you know? I didn’t mention it to anybody.’
Gatt said: ‘It was Alec’s theory. He told me at the party the other night.’
Seff turned to Manson with that perplexed little laugh of his. ‘Why in God’s name didn’t you mention it to me?’ Not so much censure as amazement.
Gatt (to Alec): ‘Didn’t you? You said you did.’
Manson stared into space. ‘I thought I did.’
Seff said: ‘How long have you known this?’
‘Ever since it was built.’
Hargreaves said, ‘Good God!’
‘Did someone say,’ observed Seff with an angostura-like smile, ‘that we worked as a team? Just one big, happy family, I’d say. Well, since you’re such a mine of information, Alec, perhaps you’d tell me this: why in hell did it go haywire the night I started it up? And what, if anything, did it have to do with the contamination of the sugar? Nothing went up through the chimneys.’
Gatt looked directly at Manson. ‘You know something, don’t you? Otherwise you wouldn’t have cornered me at the party.’
‘If Jack doesn’t know, I don’t know.’
‘Come on, Manson,’ said Seff. ‘What am I supposed to have done?’
‘You tell us.’
‘All right; let’s put it like this: what would you have done, in the event of getting no reaction?’
‘That would depend,’ said Manson carefully, ‘upon my state of mind.’
Seff’s voice sounded very dangerous. ‘What would you have done if you had been drunk?’
‘I didn’t say you were drunk.’
‘Never mind. Pretend you did. What would you have done if you weren’t in full possession of your senses, my dear Alec?’ Manson looked around the table, from one face to another. But he said nothing. ‘Very well,’ said Seff, ‘I’ll tell you what I might have done if I had been drunk. Shall I? Good. Well, I might have worked it out this way, in the blurred confusion of the moment. I might have thought to myself: “It still doesn’t operate, even with the control rods right out. My artificial neutron source is working all right, but still there’s no chain reaction. So I’ll stick some more uranium in. That’s sure to get things going.” ’
Gatt was smoking quite calmly. ‘But where would you get it from? All the uranium is accounted for.’
Manson leaned forward. ‘All except the stuff inside the main reactor,’ he said. The accusation was unmistakable.
‘Which was shut down,’ he added, ‘and has been ever since. On your specific instructions, Seff!’
Gatt said quite calmly: ‘But that would be enriched uranium. Could one man operate the discharging equipment safely, without getting a packet from it himself? Then load it into Project 3?’
‘Don’t forget,’ Seff reminded him, ‘I’m supposed to be drunk! And, for that matter, you think I was drunk too, don’t you, Gatt? Oh yes, one might attempt it — even get away with it. And as Manson so rightly says, it wouldn’t be missed because the main reactor has never been discharged. And it would probably do the trick. It might put the total mass so high that the control rods wouldn’t be able to keep it in check. And the control rods didn’t keep it in check for, as you no doubt remember, we had to whip out as much of the uranium as we could, and we managed to get enough out, before the mechanism seized, to stop the reaction. But only just. And luckily Manson was there to pump the water out of the heat exchangers into the underground tanks. But none of this explains how a sugar refinery, just six miles away, became so richly and plentifully infected with radioactive dust.’
Gatt said: ‘There’s a hole in this theory, anyway. You wouldn’t have had time to do it. And there were too many people around.’
Self’s smile was off-centre. It amused him to theorise at his own expense. ‘Not then, I agree. But supposing I had found out about my miscalculation before we came to start the pile? There were occasions when I could have stuffed some more slugs in the thing without anyone being any the wiser.’
‘That still wouldn’t explain the reactor being so reluctant to start though, would it?’
‘No, but a hundred things could explain that. After all, we didn’t know much about that new moderator at the time.’
‘Can you tell us, in simple terms,’ pursued Arlen, ‘what your basic design mistake was?’ That familiar trick of his again, of looking over Self’s shoulder. ‘Was it, in fact, the moderator?’
‘Quite right. We thought it behaved exactly like pure graphite. It certainly did in our initial experiments. However, during my friendly chat with the electronic computer last night, I included some data which we hadn’t known at the time. It seems that under some conditions it undergoes a chemical change.’
Gatt jerked his eyes on to him. ‘I wonder… I mean, supposing that chemical change occurred again — in reverse, so to speak — when those rods were out, substantially changing the conditions so that the whole works was well over critical mass?’
Seff matched his gaze. ‘Yes, I’d thought of that, too. We’ll have to do some research on the moderator material. We dropped it after the Project 3 episode; so we still don’t know very much about it.’
‘Well, it’s very funny,’ said Manson, ‘that there should suddenly be all this interest in the moderator. It’s the first I’ve heard of it.’
‘What’s so funny about it?’ said Gatt coldly.
‘Well, it’s got such odd characteristics, hasn’t it? I mean, first you say it underwent some chemical change so as to reduce the mass below critical; then you say it had second thoughts and increased it again.’
Seff remarked, without emotion: ‘Well, no one knew the true effects of Wigner growth until after the piles at Windscale had been assembled. Their moderators were made of plain, ordinary graphite; yet people still got quite a shock when Number One Pile got all steamed up.’
‘I see,’ said Manson. ‘If in doubt, blame the moderator!’ He banged his fist angrily down on to the table, and when he spoke his voice had lost its banter. ‘Let’s face it, Seff. Your “moderator theory” smacks of third-rate science fiction. It’s unsubstantiated and, to say the least, extremely unlikely.’ Manson’s accusing eyes were unblinking, and somehow looked abnormally large. ‘I say you realised your miscalculation — perhaps, as you so helpfully suggest, a few days beforehand — plied yourself with a few whiskies and whipped a few enriched slugs from the other reactor.’ His laugh was a most unpleasant sound. ‘All that stuff about moderators! Well, which fits the facts best — your theory or mine?’
‘I must say, Manson,’ said Hargreaves, ‘I find your inferences extremely ill-timed.’
‘On the contrary,’ said Seff grimly, ‘I think they are singularly illuminating in a way. Not very factual, perhaps. But interesting, none the less. And, oddly enough, scientifically very plausible.’
Gatt smiled at Seff in an odd sort of way. ‘I for one,’ he commented, ‘am very glad it was said.’
Manson clutched at this straw. ‘Well, it may have sounded pretty unpleasant; but someone had to say it.’
This remark was entirely ignored.
Gresham came in quietly, and handed a copy of the new press release to the Director, who accepted it without comment. Gresham took his place at the table.
Gatt said: ‘All right. Since we all seem to be coming out in the open, I suppose I should admit that I was guilty myself of wondering whether, to be blunt, your judgment was affected by alcohol — though not exactly on the lines our friend has just suggested.’
‘Well, let’s have it.’
Gatt put two of his tablets in a glass of water and watched them fizz. ‘If you drive a car when you’ve had a few you don’t go wild. Under normal circumstances you drive very much the same as you do when sober. Only your reactions are slowed down. Instead of responding to an emergency in something like point four of a second, it takes you, say, double that time.’ He swirled the mixture round in the glass pensively. ‘Now, I was thinking of those control rods. I take it that when the reaction did not start as it should have done, you raised them right out of the pile, to absorb the minimum of neutrons and therefore allow them to do their stuff. Am I right so far?’
‘More or less. Actually, you can’t lift them right out. If the thing won’t cook when they’re raised about three-quarters of the way out, you can reckon that something’s cock-eyed somewhere.’
Gatt drank the liquid and pulled a face. ‘Beastly stuff! I see. And you lifted them to that extent?’
‘As I’ve already said, yes.’
‘I just want to get the chain of events firmly fixed in my mind. What happened then?’
‘I lowered the rods back to the half-way position and checked that the artificial neutron source was working. I found that it was.’
‘Ed Springle was with you, wasn’t he?’
‘Yes. Ed was there. In fact, the next thing I did was to tell him to lower the gas pressure, which he did. (Incidentally I phoned him yesterday about this — among other things — and his recollection of what happened in the Control Room checks with mine.) When Ed had reduced the pressure sufficiently, I then started to raise the control rods again.’
‘And what happened?’
‘Precisely nothing. Sweet damn-all.’
‘Then what?’
‘I had to do some hard thinking. Ed suggested he got us some food from the canteen, and he went off to get it.’
The Director said: ‘So you were left alone?’
‘As you say, I was left alone.’
Gatt said: ‘And the control rods were still raised nearly as far as they would go?’
‘That’s right. I was still hoping for the thing to make up its mind to co-operate.’
Gresham said: ‘Wasn’t that rather risky, old boy? I mean, if the confounded thing suddenly went into action?’
Seff drew hard on his cigarette, so that it made a little plop when he took it out of his mouth. ‘It was a risk, Frank, but a calculated one. Leaving the rods out gave it the best chance to start reacting, and you can stick them back in a matter of seconds — even without pressing the shut-down button.’
‘I’m sorry — this is probably a bloody-fool question. But wouldn’t it have been better to have assumed that something was wrong, put the rods back in, and left it till the next day? I mean, it wasn’t a matter of life and death, was it?’
‘As things turned out, it would have been a damn’ sight better, yes. But I hardly expected the pile to go clean off its head.’
‘Sorry, old chap. I suppose I’m being wise after the event.’
Manson had been keeping very quiet. But now he nerved himself to ask the obvious question. ‘What happened then, Jack?’
Seff spoke to the room in general, not to him. ‘Two things. Two things happened almost simultaneously. The output meter on the panel suddenly shot up to 20 megawatts — that’s twice the rated output — and Ed came in with the supper. The warning lights on the console were giving a very creditable impersonation of Piccadilly Circus at night, and the alarm bells started ringing. Ed shouted: “For the love of Mike, what’s happening?” I remember saying “Ed, the blowers!” and he just threw the tray on the floor and made a dive for the switches of the gas-cooling system. (Actually there was no need; they had started up automatically by then.) At the same time I pressed the shut-down button and waited for the needle of the output meter to drop back. But it didn’t.’
Gatt leaned forward in his chair and gazed very intently at him. The atmosphere in the room was stressed to maximum rated tension. ‘Are you absolutely sure that the meter didn’t go up to 20 megawatts before Springle came into the control-room?’
Before Seff had time to answer that, the telephone shattered the thrumming silence.

V. THE REACTION
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The equipment room of the Whitehall telephone exchange is, to all intents and purposes, identical with that of any other. It would never have entered into this narrative at all if it were not for the fact that among the thousand and one clicking selectors that stood in racks all the way down the big room, one was responding to the dial impulses that a certain Mr Chiesman sent along the line as he briskly and deftly formed the requisite numbers with his fingers. Click-click-click-click went the dial, and the selectors followed suit. And when the final digit had been transmitted, a light came on at each position of the Atomic Development Commission’s telephone exchange.
Sally did not plug in her cord with any great haste. She had been repairing her make-up and talking non-committally to the girl on the next stool. She let the light wink at her for a while; and none of the others happened to deal with the corresponding one of their positions. At last Sally snapped her handbag shut, picked up a cord and plugged it into the appropriate socket. ‘Atomicdevelopmenicommission,’ she said, much in the manner in which she had said it countless thousands of times before.
She heard a voice say: ‘Give me the top man.’ It was a tense, compelling voice; not the usual blusterer who wanted to speak to the Director when in fact the Information Desk would have done just as well.
‘I’m afraid he’s in conference,’ she said, carrying out her instructions. ‘Would you care to speak to his secretary?’
‘Who is your chief?’
‘The Director of the Department is Sir Robert Hargreaves.’
‘Well, look. I know I shall be put on to him when I have finally waded through all the red tape. So why not prevent the waste of valuable time and take a chance? My name is Chiesman, and I promise you I’ll see you don’t get into trouble. Okay?’
‘Well…’ She decided to take the plunge. ‘All right; I’ll do my best.’
‘Good girl!’
Sally glanced at her neighbour as she plugged the other end of the cord into an outside line and got the dialling tone. ‘It was nice knowing you,’ she said, dialling with the special rubber end of her pencil. ‘I’m putting this call on to the Old Man’s direct line.’
The other girl grimaced. ‘Who is it?’ she asked, ‘Eisenhower?’
* * *
Hargreaves let the phone ring twice into the tense silence before he picked up the receiver. ‘Hargreaves,’ he snapped.
‘My name is Chiesman,’ said the instrument, ‘am I speaking to the head of the Atomic Development Commission?’
The Director said, with great politeness, ‘I wonder if I can call you back? You see, I’m in conference at the moment.’
‘I know. Look, I’ll come straight to the point. I make a patent brand of coffee — you may have heard of it: it’s called Coffee-snack. It’s rather well-known.’
‘Just a second, Mr Chiesman!’ Hargreaves called Kate Garnet on the intercom. ‘Miss Garnet, I have a call on the direct line. Switch on the amplifier at once. I want the call to be fed into the speaker in my room. Clear?’
‘Yes, Sir Robert.’ A short pause. ‘It’s on now.’
Hargreaves spoke into the phone again. ‘Are you there?’
Chiesman’s voice came clearly over the speaker in the room, so that everyone could hear it. ‘Yes. I’m sorry to disturb you but—’
‘Please go ahead, Chiesman. I am anxious to hear what you have to say.’
‘Do you know our product?’
‘Yes, it’s coffee in powder form, isn’t it?’
‘More or less. Actually it’s a complete drink, containing powdered milk as well. And sugar.’
Behind his voice a clock could be heard chiming the half-hour. Ridiculously, Gresham found himself checking his watch by it.
Chiesman continued: ‘As you know, with any food product one has to take stringent precautions against impurities. We are extremely — one might say fanatically — careful about this, and a large proportion of our stuff is tested, and therefore wasted. Well, to cut a long story short, the last batch contains what we believe to be strontium, and possibly something else as well.’
It was some time before the Director could find his voice, and Chiesman said: ‘Are you still there?’
‘Yes. This strontium — was it radioactive?’
‘I’m not sure. But we’ve tipped some on to an X-ray plate and after a while we’ll develop the plate. Is that the right thing to do?’
‘Yes, first class. Only it might take too long. Where’s your factory? I’ll send a man up there with some equipment right away.’
‘We’re in Deptford — you could make it in half an hour.’
‘Hang on again!’ Hargreaves turned to Gresham. ‘Frank; get on the other line and get a police car with a motor-cycle escort. Manson, get any gear you may need and have it taken down to the main entrance at the double. I’ll get the address and I want you to go yourself.’ Then, into the phone: ‘What address?’
‘It’s simply called Coffeesnack Works, Pullings Road, Deptford. You take the Vauxhall Bridge Road—’
‘Don’t worry; the police will know how to get there. Is there anything else? If not, I want to get on to this right away.’
‘No, nothing else.’ Chiesman paused for a moment. Then he said: ‘I suppose this thing isn’t getting out of hand, is it? I mean, first the beans, now the coffee?’
‘I can tell you that if you answer a question for me. Where do you get your sugar? Tate and Lyle’s?’
‘No. Gould’s.’
‘Then I’d rather not answer your question.’
‘Good God!’
‘Has any of the contaminated coffee gone on to the market?’
‘No. None of our products go out without being fully tested. Well, I’ll leave you to it; and meet your man as soon as he gets here.’
The Director hung up and listened, for a moment, to Gresham, who was talking to the police. ‘…I’d be obliged. Yes, outriders would be useful. We’ve got to get there quickly. Because, you see we aren’t sure—’
‘Why now?’ said the Director heavily. ‘Why not eighteen months ago? It must be the same source. It’s got to be!’
‘The point is,’ said Gatt, ‘what’s going to be next?’
* * *
Mr Morningways was not a highly respected member of the teaching staff at Morley’s. Inevitably, because he was the science master, he was nicknamed — as is the dreary custom at such boys’ schools — ‘Old Stinks’. It is unlikely that he could have controlled a class of five; but twenty-five was so far beyond his disciplinary capacities that he was reduced to utter helplessness. Still, he went through the motions of taking the ‘practical’, dreading, as he always did, the prospect of the headmaster walking in and finding everything in a turmoil.
‘Pay attention,’ he screamed in his high-pitched voice, ‘or I’ll have you all caned.’ This produced a wave of derisive laughter; the boys knew perfectly well that such a desperate measure would point to his own inability to maintain law and order.
‘Who’s going to do it, sir?’ yelled one of the boys. ‘You — or Mrs Plumpson?’ (Mrs Plumpson being the matron.)
Morningways turned purple but said nothing. And now he had to nerve himself to turn his back on them in order to write on the blackboard. As he spoke he had to raise his voice above the din of general conversation that was the permanent background to his classes. ‘Anyway,’ he shouted, ‘let’s see how much about the electroscope you have learned so far.’ He always phrased his sentences back-to-front, and part of the game was to answer his questions in the same vein.
Mockson said: ‘When on the top you put a positive charge, the leaves inside the flask are opened out.’
Morningways was so used to his own idiosyncrasy being imitated that he no longer noticed it. ‘Quite correct, Mockson.’ The right course would now have been to ask the subsequent question to the next boy; but he was so relieved that somebody knew something that he stuck to Mockson. ‘And can you explain to the class why this is so?’
Mockson suppressed a giggle. Riddle, sitting next to him, was eating an enormous bar of chocolate — as if he weren’t fat enough already. ‘The reason is,’ said Mockson, playing for time, ‘the reason is—’ And then he remembered vaguely; it was important to phrase the answer in the approved style. ‘Because something repels something, the reason is,’ he explained.
‘That’s a bit vague,’ said Morningways, ‘but it’ll do, perhaps, for the moment. Now, tell me how you would set about discharging the electroscope.’
‘I would the electrode to earth connect.’ This received a hilarious ovation from the rest of the boys.
Morningways said: ‘That’s perfectly correct. But there’s no need to talk Chinese.’
Riddle spoke with his mouth full of chocolate. ‘I don’t have to connect mine to earth,’ he said triumphantly. ‘It does it all by itself.’
‘Well now, that’s remarkably interesting,’ said the science master, wondering what unspeakable trick was about to be sprung. ‘Do you mind if I come and look?’ Rather hesitantly, Morningways walked round the end of one of the long trestle tables and came up to Riddle, who looked at him challengingly, the bar of chocolate held firmly in his chubby hand. The whole class was watching, unusually silent now, as if suspecting that ‘Old Stinks’ was, as usual, about to be had.
Morningways rubbed his fountain-pen on a piece of cloth, thus charging it with static electricity. Then he touched the electrode at the top of the instrument. Immediately the leaves flew apart. He waited and watched, and sure enough, the leaves began to fold together again. He frowned.
‘That’s very funny,’ he said.
‘Funny ha-ha or funny peculiar?’ enquired Mockson.
‘Funny peculiar,’ said Morningways, forgetting to be on the defensive for a moment. ‘There must be something wrong with the electroscope. Mockson! Hand me yours. Thank you.’ Once again he charged his pen, touched the top of the electroscope and the leaves opened as before.
Then they closed again, quite slowly and deliberately. Mockson spoke seriously. ‘It didn’t do that a minute ago,’ he said.
‘Well, let’s put it back again.’ Mockson took it from Morningways, and placed it on the bench before him. On being tested once more, it behaved normally, remaining charged.
Boys are strange creatures. Up to now they had been mocking the wretched Morningways until he had actually come to dread every class he took. For weeks he had tried to think of something that might genuinely interest the boys and so make them more easily controlled. Now the unexpected had happened, butter wouldn’t have melted in their hungry mouths. Slowly they began to gather round the bench, each competing for a good view of the offending electroscope. They watched the science master move the humble apparatus — it only consisted of a glass jar with an attachment on the top, from which was suspended, within the jar, two thin pieces of gold leaf — they watched him move the thing back to its original position near Riddle. It did the same, inexplicable thing.
Then Morningways had a wild idea. So wild that for once he was laughing at himself, instead of leaving it to the boys to ridicule him. ‘Riddle, put that bar of chocolate down a minute. Over there.’ He indicated an empty bench. ‘You can have it back in a moment.’ Bemused, Riddle did as he was told without protest, wondering what it all meant. There was absolute silence now, as once again Morningways rubbed the pen on a duster and held it against the electrode. The leaves opened up again, and they all waited, hardly breathing.
They waited a full two minutes, but the electroscope remained charged. Then Morning ways walked over to the empty bench and retrieved the mangled piece of chocolate, held it close to the electroscope. It discharged rapidly. A concerted, sotto voce gasp from the boys.
At that point the headmaster came in on his tour of inspection. He was actually very surprised at the pitch of enthralled attention that prevailed in the laboratory, but was careful not to show it. He swept in, using one of his well-practised entrances, sweeping the air with his gown in a beautifully executed tight turn. ‘Ah, Morningways! An interesting experiment, I see!’ He strode up to the bench. ‘Well, what’s it all about?’
Morningways gave him a complete demonstration. And although the Head shot Riddle a meaningful look when he learned the ownership of the chocolate, he did not interrupt until Morningways had finished. Then he said: ‘Well, I’m not a science man myself, but I take it you are suggesting that the chocolate’ — and again he paused over the word, catching Riddle’s eye as he did so — ‘is discharging the electroscope without touching it. Is that unusual?’
‘It’s not only unusual, Mr Ripley,’ said Morningways, ‘it’s impossible!’
‘Nonsense!’ roared the Head. ‘It can’t be! I’ve just seen it with my own eyes. Or’ — and here he laughed boomingly — ‘or is it some scientific conjuring trick? If so, I demand,’ he added with heavy humour, ‘as Headmaster, to be let into the secret!’
The science master did not laugh. ‘No, sir, it is not a trick.’
‘Well then, don’t you know the explanation?’
Morningways turned round and faced him hesitantly, and yet with a firmness he had never displayed before. His expression puzzled the Headmaster. Indeed, everything about the situation — the silence of the boys, their interest, the bar of chocolate openly displayed before him — puzzled him considerably.
‘There is only one possible explanation,’ said the junior man. ‘You see, the only thing that could discharge that electroscope, without touching it, is a quantity of electrons—’
‘I’m sorry,’ said the Head rather irritably, ‘technicalities of that sort are lost on me. Stick to the curriculum, man! Can’t you put it simply?’
‘Simply put,’ said Morningways, ‘that bar of chocolate is radioactive.’
‘What? But… but the boy has been eating it!’
‘Have you seen the afternoon papers?’ said Morningways.
‘Yes. What about them?’
‘The scare about the beans. They’ve now come up with the truth.’
The Headmaster nodded. He was quite calm now. ‘I see.’ He turned to Riddle, who looked extremely guilty. The Head’s voice was surprisingly gentle. ‘Listen, my boy,’ he said. ‘I promise you that you won’t be punished, but you must tell me the truth. It is more important than you can possibly know that you should. Do you understand that?’ The boy nodded gratefully. ‘Now, you must tell me exactly where you got this chocolate and how much you have eaten. But for pity’s sake be truthful about it.’
Riddle’s face turned scarlet. ‘My uncle sent it.’
‘But how? Relatives aren’t supposed to send you food.’
‘Yes,’ said Riddle, now warming to the happy task of telling the truth for once, without the prospect of a painful experience at the end of it, ‘but you see, sir, it was supposed to be books. The chocolate was packed between the two outside ones.’ A triumphant grin went with this revelation.
There was the merest suggestion of a smile on the Headmaster’s face. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘You certainly have your uncle very well trained. Well, I can find out from him where he got it. But how much did you eat and how much did he send?’
‘Well, sir, he was rather generous. He sent me half a dozen bars like this.’
‘Of which you have eaten?’
The boy looked glum. ‘This is the last.’
‘Were they all the same make?’ asked the Headmaster, without revealing his feelings.
‘Yes, all the same, sir.’
‘Did you give any away?’
‘A few pieces off each bar, sir.’
‘All to the same person?’
‘No, different people, sir.’
‘So you’re the only person who has eaten a considerable amount of the stuff?’
‘That’s right, sir. Sir?’
‘Yes, Riddle?’
‘Why did you let me off a punishment?’
The Head didn’t know what to say. He would rather have thrashed the boy twenty times over than guess what could happen to him now. At last he said: ‘Perhaps it’s because I rather like chocolate myself. Would you like to give me a piece, as a token of mutual understanding?’
Solemnly the boy broke a piece from the bar, and the Headmaster ate it appreciatively. ‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘You have a singularly co-operative uncle. I think I’d better confiscate the rest though, don’t you?’
Riddle handed it to him, and the Headmaster made as if to leave. Then, apparently as an afterthought, he added: ‘Riddle, I want you to report to Matron.’
‘Now, sir?’
‘Yes. You’d better go now.’
Morningways escorted his senior to the door, and the Head spoke quietly to him. ‘I am eternally in your debt,’ he said. ‘I only hope you didn’t find out too late.’ With that he left.
And Morningways was sufficiently humanitarian to be more concerned for the boy than for the fact that the job he had been on the brink of losing was now secure.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Hargreaves said: ‘I don’t have to tell you that the eyes of the world are now upon us. Things were bad enough before, but at least we thought the hazard was restricted to one product. Then this new, incredible, horrifying thing happens. We are now no longer faced with a serious accident endangering the lives of a known section of the community, but with an apparently limitless chain of danger of which we do not yet know the cause. The Atomic Energy Authority have so far kept off our territory — they felt that since no proof existed that this was our affair they had no more right or reason to investigate us than we had to investigate them. Now, of course, all that has gone by the board. The date of Gould’s ventilation fault is far too close to that of the Project 3 accident, and the two are only six miles apart. It is inconceivable that the two could be unconnected. Yet so far no one has managed to link them — that is the truly astonishing thing. The Atomic Energy Authority have asked permission (purely a courtesy, of course — they are in a position to do anything they think necessary) to inspect all chimneys and ducts at Marsdowne, and all disposal sites where fission products have been dumped. A team of their people have gone up by plane tonight. They do not, they have assured me, suggest that we have not done our damnedest to get at the facts, but they are frankly amazed that we have discovered so little, and I don’t blame them. I find it hard to understand myself. Therefore I am repeating, for the last time, my original urge that if anyone knows anything, however insignificant it may seem, that will throw any light on this, they must say so now. Because from now on every minute wasted may mean a life lost some time in the future, long after the Marsdowne incident is forgotten. Even at this moment, while we sit talking, thousands of people may be poisoning themselves without knowing it. Because the stark reality is that we no longer know where the deadly poison may be lying in wait.’ He picked up his glass of water and held it up. ‘A tumbler of water — this cigarette — Gatt’s stomach pills… all or any of these things could be lethal. All because of something we did… or didn’t do.’ He replaced the glass with such force that the water spilled over. ‘For God’s sake, gentlemen, let’s not leave this table today until we know the answer! Until Chiesman came through we thought the contamination was restricted to the sugar; now we know that it is not. What was it that conveyed the poison to the coffee? How can we find out just how the two radioactive substances became mixed in uneven proportions; did they, in fact, originate from the same source at all? We jumped to one abortive conclusion at the beginning of this investigation… are we justified in leaping to another one?’
‘Leaping!’ echoed Seff, in such an excited voice that they all looked at him as if he’d suddenly gone mad. ‘Don’t you see?’ he exclaimed. ‘Tiddlywinks!’
* * *
Major Pentecue opened up the throttle of the leading helicopter, and Dick watched the ground dropping away underneath them.
‘Your first time up?’ shouted Pentecue, above the noise of the motor.
‘In one of these, yes.’
Pentecue was a solidly built looking man — a lot more solid, thought Dick, than the egg-box of an aircraft he was piloting. It rattled and vibrated in its hideous, beetle-like simulation of flight. The major patted the inside of the fuselage affectionately. ‘She’s noisy, all right,’ he observed, reading his thoughts, ‘but she’s a nice old lady when you get to know her.’
‘Is it easy to fly?’
‘What?’ He was busying himself with a parcel of sandwiches. ‘Have one? My wife made them fresh this morning. Chicken. Very good.’ He remembered the question. ‘Easy to fly? Well, she’s like any other old lady — you have to treat her with respect, you see. She doesn’t like to be pushed around. Do you like the chicken? Our own, you know. Got a small farm in the Cotswolds.’
Dick hastily said he thought it was excellent. Actually he was convinced it was more than slightly high; but he didn’t want to say anything that might upset diplomatic relations at this early stage; and in particular he didn’t want to upset the old lady. So he ate the questionable chicken, and leaned over to check the geiger equipment that had been installed in such a hurry. The ‘head’ of the machine was attached, sensitive side downwards, to the undercart. He noted the slight background count and set the needle of the dial at zero, then switched off again.
Behind them the other two helicopters had taken off, and were flying in line astern, spaced about half a mile apart. Pentecue called up the pilots casually on the VHF, and Simmel asked him to get the technicians in each to set-zero on background count and to report that the sets were working properly. By the time this had been done Simmel had grown accustomed to the awkward gait of the old lady, and was able to relax and enjoy the splendour of the green hills below them.
And as he watched, he wondered. He wondered whether two and two made four, and whether if he had not been aroused in one way by a chance meeting with a slender girl he would have been awakened in another by the restlessness of an unanswered question — the question which led him to the small laboratory at dead of night. Whether he would not, in fact, have just gone on being a P.A. who fetched and carried and answered the telephone and annoyed Manson for fun. He wondered whether the chemical formula called love made a difference to the way you thought and reacted to things quite unconnected with it. And then he ended up realising that if he himself hadn’t stumbled on the truth about the tins someone else would have, so it didn’t make any difference in the end. So, because he wasn’t particularly self-analytical, he abandoned the main train of thought, and amused himself by comparing the landscape with the map and calculating their groundspeed.
After half an hour or so Pentecue suddenly said, without looking round, ‘That chicken was a big high, wasn’t it?’ And Dick said yes it was, and they got on fine after that.
* * *
Frank Gresham fumbled in his pockets and found the tiddlywinks that had so annoyed the Director earlier on. Seff had gathered the ash-trays from around the table, and now arranged them in a straight line in front of his blotter. Before he could proceed with the game, however, he had to cope with Manson, who had just returned from the Coffeesnacks factory and wanted to tell everyone how thoroughly ‘the boys downstairs’ were working on the samples, leaving ‘no stone unturned’ and would be reporting ‘in double quick time’. The Director said that was splendid and what did he think of the theory that Seff was about to demonstrate, and Alec sat down at last.
‘The object of the game,’ said Seff, ‘is to try to make the discs land in the ash-tray farthest from the end I’m flicking them from.’
Gatt was screwing up his face, staring very intently at the objects of attention. ‘The ash-trays, I take it,’ he said slowly, ‘represent the sugar bins at Gould’s refinery?’
Seff moved his eyes only. ‘That’s right. As you see, there are six of them. The tiddlywinks represent the specks of radioactive dust. Now watch’ He concentrated once more on the game. ‘We’ll start with one of the small “winks”. Let’s see how far I can flick it.’
The first few times the little disc went flying in the wrong direction. But at the fourth try he succeeded in shooting it into the fifth ash-tray along. Another one of the same size volleyed into the sixth. ‘Now let’s see what happens with the bigger ones.’ He had to make a few preliminary shots, but eventually he bracketed on the target and scored a bit on the nearest ashtray. The next shot was more successful: it went into the third. But after fishing them out and trying again, he could not flick the larger discs into the two farthest ash-trays.
Gatt said: ‘Very clever, Jack!’ Manson still looked puzzled. The Director didn’t reveal whether he got the point or not. But Gresham said: ‘I’m not going to guess, jack! So, for heaven’s sake, tell me what it’s all about!’
Seff smiled. ‘It’s quite simple, really. Gould had no filters on the inlet side of his air-conditioning… So he was sucking in dust at one end, and probably blowing it out the other — though that isn’t important. But we know that the air was contaminated, don’t we, with two different sorts of radioactive dust? Now, what were they?
‘First let’s consider what we started off with. Essentially, they must have been two different isotopes of reasonably long half-life, one of which radiated beta particles and the other gamma rays. Well, we know, almost for certain, that the first was radio-strontium. My guess is that the second was caesium — a fairly plentiful fission-product. What happened to them? Well, they wouldn’t have been in their pure state. In some way they would almost certainly have combined with other substances — don’t forget they had been lying about for quite some time, exposed to water when it rained, and so on. I’m not a chemist, and I can’t suggest what chemical reactions might have taken place between the time the particles of dust escaped from the reactor and when they finally entered Gould’s refinery, as it seems certain they did. But the chances are that had they formed chemical compounds with other substances the resulting two types of dust would be of different mass — due to the difference in atomic weight of the isotopes: strontium has an atomic weight of 90, and the “hot” isotope of caesium is the heavier at 137. In my little game of tiddlywinks, the large discs represented the compound of caesium, and the small ones played the role of the strontium. As you saw in my “experiment”, the heavy ones (caesium) landed in the nearest ash-trays (sugar bins) and the little ’uns (strontium) dropped into the ones farthest away. Ergo, the sugar became unevenly contaminated, as were the bags of sugar that were delivered eventually to Spigett’s factory. No doubt a new lot of tomato sauce was made for each day of manufacture of the beans; so the uneven distribution would have been passed on to the tins themselves.’
Frank Gresham stared in undisguised awe. ‘Marvellous, old boy!’ he exclaimed. ‘Sort of atomic tiddlywinks!’
‘As you say — marvellous,’ said Manson, ‘but where, exactly, does it get us? I mean, is it anything much more than an interesting illustration of something that isn’t really important any more? We know that uneven distribution did take place — but does it matter how?’
‘I think it does,’ said Gatt, ‘and for a very good reason. We’ve got to know what to look for and how many places to look. To me, at any rate, it didn’t seem feasible that the two kinds of radioactive material could have got into the sugar in the same way. If Self’s explanation is right, it now seems possible that they could have done so. Which in turn suggests two conclusions: first, that despite the uneven distribution all the dust came from the same place; and second, both types must have got into the sugar at the same time. Well, we know that this sugar was manufactured approximately six months after the accident, at the time when Gould’s filters were removed. So what we’ve got to find out is what those fission products that got loose were doing for the period between, undetected and inert.’ He lit a cigarette. ‘Any suggestions, anybody?’
There was silence for a while, until Hargreaves said: ‘Let’s look at the map of the area.’ He went to a drawer of his desk and produced a rolled-up ordnance survey map of Glennaverley and District. ‘What’s the prevailing wind in those parts — does anybody know?’
Seff said: ‘The Met Office should have a record of wind directions at about that time. But I think… let’s see… yes, it usually tends to blow from the south.’
‘Mm. The south, eh? The Marsdowne Establishment is roughly west of the town.’
‘Well, I could be wrong about the wind.’
‘Yes. But supposing you’re not?’ He looked back at the map again. ‘What we want is something roughly south of Glennaverley, so that the wind would blow the dust in the general direction of the factory. Something pretty near at hand, too, I should think. Well, of course, there’s the loch. Loch Logie.’
Gatt said: ‘God, yes! Isn’t that where the water is pumped from?’ He leaned back in the chair so that it creaked, his hands thrust deep in his pockets. ‘On the other hand, I checked it immediately after the accident.’
‘Besides,’ said Manson, ‘surely if there was some “hot” dust on it, it would stick to the surface of the water?’
Hargreaves looked up at Seff. ‘Is there any way,’ he asked him, ‘is there any way contaminated water could seep back into the loch?’
Seff grinned. ‘Not in my book,’ he said. ‘Of course it might eventually get past the non-return valves if some bloody fool left the inlet cock open. But that couldn’t have happened, because the day before we tried to start up Project 3, Peter Selgate and myself filled the steam system to the required level and closed the cock ourselves. And of course the water could only get back to the loch if there was any left in the heat-exchanger system — Which of course there wasn’t, because Alec went straight to the pumping-room and opened the outlet cock, to empty said water into the underground tanks.’
Manson said: ‘And talking of tanks…!’ He got up and left the room. Gatt looked after him and wondered whether his journey was really necessary. He had visited the gents himself at the same time as Manson — only half an hour before…
Hargreaves stared down upon the darkening scene in Whitehall, wondering what the public reaction would be now that the story had broken. He said: ‘I wish to hell we could have got the air search going tonight instead of having to wait until morning.’
Seff said: ‘I know how you feel, Robert. But there wouldn’t be much point unless those choppers could come in really low, and it’s too dangerous for that. It’s very rugged country up there.’
Kate entered the room quietly, and came round the table to where Hargreaves was still poring over the map. She waited until she could catch his attention.
‘Ah, Miss Garnet. I’m afraid we’ve kept you rather late. Well, you can go home, if you like; but make sure the plan 7 phone is switched through.’
‘Thank you, Sir Robert. But really I came in to tell you that there is a Mr Ripley waiting to see you. He says it’s very urgent.’
‘Ripley? Do we know him?’
‘Well, no. He’s Headmaster of a school called Morley’s.’
‘You’d better show him in. Then go off home.’ Kate said ‘Thank you’ and left the room. Hargreaves looked up at Gatt, but didn’t say anything. Gatt knew exactly what he meant though. Seff expressed their thoughts succinctly. ‘What now, for Pete’s sake?’
Ripley made an unmistakable headmaster’s entrance. Even without his cap and gown you couldn’t have missed it. ‘Gentlemen, I’m afraid I have some rather disturbing news for you.’ He outlined the electroscope incident to a very attentive audience, and went on: ‘I’m afraid that’s not all, either.’ He paused to collect his thoughts. ‘When I phoned the manufacturers of the brand of chocolate in question they were completely nonplussed, because having read the afternoon papers — as I had — they were quite sure that their product would be above reproach.’
Gatt said: ‘I suppose they didn’t get their sugar from Gould’s?’
‘I am afraid I do not know the significance of that, but the chocolate people made the same comment.’
Manson suddenly hammered his fist down on the table. ‘The milk!’ he exclaimed. ‘Caesium in the milk! Is it grazing country up there?’
Seff answered him quietly. ‘You’re dead right — of course it’s the milk. Must be.’
Gait was staring at him. ‘How can it be? The whole of the area was combed immediately after the accident! Then, as an additional safeguard, I had it checked once a week for the subsequent two months. We couldn’t get a pip out of it.’
Seff persisted. ‘But it is grazing country.’
Ripley had waited patiently to continue and now came the silence he needed. ‘There was just one other thing the chocolate people said that might be of use to you,’ he went on calmly. ‘When I had told them the number that was stamped on the wrapping paper, they were able to tell me the date of manufacture. Wait a minute, I’ve got it written down somewhere…’ He burrowed in his pocket and produced a piece of paper. Then he lost it again because the fan blew it across the room and he had to retrieve it from under the table. After a certain amount of hum-ing and hah-ing and apologising for his ‘butter-fingers’, he read it out. He might have been reading the citation for a prize-giving. ‘The chocolate was manufactured,’ he announced ponderously, ‘in September nineteen fifty-eight.’
‘Fifty-eight,’ echoed the Director, ‘are you sure? Not fifty-seven?’
‘Nineteen fifty-eight,’ said the Head.
There was silence.
Gatt spoke with an awful calm. ‘That means,’ he said, ‘that if they used fresh milk — which I’ve no doubt they did — the milk must have been contaminated far more recently than our calculations suggest.’
Hargreaves matched his tone. ‘How long would the caesium remain within the body of a cow that had eaten infected grass?’
Seff said: ‘Not very long. Caesium is diffused throughout the body and is eventually excreted and sweated out. No, that grass must have been “hot” a good year after the Gould business.’
Frank Gresham was methodically knocking out his pipe. It was Hargreaves who voiced what they were all thinking. ‘So that means that there is, or has recently been, milk being sold to the public that is emitting gamma rays. Right?’
Gatt added grimly: ‘And we still don’t know how it happened.’
‘I see. Well, I will have to tell the P.M. at once, before he speaks on television tonight.’
Ripley coughed. ‘If there’s nothing else, gentlemen…?’
* * *
Ed Springle was still watching the television when June came back into the room. ‘Who was it?’ he asked her.
She made a funny face. ‘George,’ she said. ‘Talking in a hushed whisper from a phone box.’
Ed switched off the set in exasperation. ‘Not Poor George? Not at a time like this? Doesn’t he know that you’re supposed to be in the last stages of Springle-ization? Anyway, you should have been in bed long ago.’
‘What’s the good of going to bed?’ she demanded comically. ‘I shall only have to get up again! Anyway, I can’t. George is coming round. He wants to see me — alone!’
Ed shot up out of his chair. ‘This is too much! I absolutely draw the line…! This is no time for one of the Visits!’ He scowled at her and June thought ‘he looks funny when he tries to be cross’. Ed deepened his frown to compensate for her amused smile. ‘There’s a time and a place for everything — even, I suppose, for George Meadows. But I wouldn’t put it past him to follow you to the hospital and make goo-goo eyes at the baby before I’ve even seen him!’
‘Or her.’
She looked so funny he had to laugh. ‘Come and sit down, before you fall down, Comic. I wish I had a photograph of you like that.’
‘I don’t suppose anyone could find a camera with a large enough lens,’ she said. ‘And incidentally, I don’t think this is one of the Visits. He sounded terribly cloak and dagger — actually very worried.’
‘Perhaps he’s discovered he’s got to go to the dentist himself and he’s terrified of the drill.’ He went over to the bar. ‘I think I’ll fix myself a drink. And you’d better have your milk.’
‘I don’t like milk.’
‘Don’t you want a nice, big, bouncing baby?’
‘There’s plenty of evidence that he’s quite big enough already.’ She stuck to the ‘he’ now.
‘I’ll stop your account at Harrods.’
She pulled a face. ‘That does it!’ She took a gulp of the milk. ‘Sadist!’
Ed poured a liberal dose of cognac into a balloon glass and swirled the brandy round thoughtfully. ‘I wonder…’
June said: ‘You’re thinking about the scare, aren’t you?’
‘Well, you’re not to think about it, anyway.’
‘Don’t be silly! You’ve been reading text-books about not worrying expectant mothers. And judging from what Mrs Harper told me on the phone today, you seem to be the classic case of expectant parenthood yourself!’
‘Remind me to fire Mrs Harper.’ His mood changed abruptly. ‘All the same, I wish I knew how things were going at the conference.’
‘Still worried about Jack?’ She put down her empty glass. ‘I think he’s all right. I would have noticed if he had been hitting the bottle last month when he was playing host to us. How long were we up in Glennaverley?’
‘Three weeks.’
‘Well, I didn’t notice him overdoing it in all that time.’
‘Yes, I know. But I’m talking about nearly two years ago, when it happened. However…’ He came back to the fireplace.
She said: ‘What did they say on the television?’
‘Nothing very much. But the P.M. will be speaking in half an hour. Of course, in a way I think they’re making far too much of this. You have to eat a heck of a lot of strontium before anything much happens. And when I think of the radiation I’ve been exposed to in my time… well, I can’t see that a few days’ diet of nice, tasty isotopes is going to make any difference to anyone.’
‘Not everyone has your constitution! I knew what I was doing when I married you — you’re quite the strongest man I ever met!’
He raised his eyebrows and studied her over the top of his glass. ‘Just what does that mean?’
She was forestalled in her answer by the front-door bell. Ed looked at his watch. ‘I’m going to give him exactly ten minutes,’ he said sternly, ‘then I’m sending you up to bed. I’ll be in the work-room, if you want me.’
* * *
‘Nice of you to see me, June,’ said George, when he had settled into a chair. ‘Tonight’s the night, isn’t it?’
‘So was last night!’
He smiled faintly. ‘Well, I wouldn’t have bothered you, believe me, if I wasn’t pretty desperate. The fact is you’re the only person I feel I can talk to, about this. I need your advice.’ He rattled the ice cubes in his glass and sipped some of the Scotch.
‘Are you quite sure,’ she said gently, ‘that it’s something I can really help you with?’
‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘You are the only person in the world I feel I can tell. You see, you will be able to tell me what to do.’ She waited for him to go on. ‘When I first started practising over here,’ he began, lighting a cigarette nervously, ‘you were kind enough to introduce me to a good many people. Among them were three members of the Atomic Development Commission. And I was particularly grateful; because being influential people they helped me extend my practice quite rapidly.’
‘Ed and I were glad to help — you know that. Besides, you’re a darn good dentist.’
He smiled. ‘Thank you.’ June found herself wondering what was coming. Had he made some ghastly mistake or something? ‘When I read the papers today,’ he continued, ‘I realised that I was faced with a major ethical problem. You see, back in 1957, one of these three people had a tooth out, for which, at his request, I gave him gas — he didn’t want a local. And, as a lot of people do, he talked under the anaesthetic.’
‘I think I’m beginning to see your problem, George.’
‘It is quite a problem, isn’t it? You see, one of the first principles of medical ethics is that you never tell — it’s sacrosanct. But this is rather different. Human lives may be lost if I do not pass on what I know.’
‘Are you going to tell me what was said?’
‘Yes. That’s why I’m here. You see, I trust you so much — and I trust Ed’s respect for your confidence so much — that I know you won’t even tell him if I don’t want you to.’
‘Was there a doctor present at the extraction?’
‘Yes. But he’s dead,’ he said shortly.
‘So you’re the only person who knows?’ She thought a bit. ‘You realise, don’t you, that if what you heard is important, you are asking me to take on a very big responsibility? Are you sure it’s fair?’
‘June, what would you do if you were in my shoes? Wouldn’t you ask the advice of the person you felt closest to?’
It was a pathetic moment. She knew she couldn’t turn him down now. ‘Yes. Of course I would. All right; what was it?’
‘I can remember the words exactly. It was not the sort of thing you easily forget. He said: “The second one, yes. But, oh God, from which end?” Then he gave a sort of groan, as if he were in pain, and added: “Faulty. Not my fault. Design was faulty. ” ’
‘Those were the exact words?’
‘Absolutely certain.’
‘And what did you make of it?’
‘At the time — nothing. But after hearing what’s been going on, I’m beginning to wonder.’
‘You mean, because of who it was?’
‘Yes. And when it happened.’
She paused for a few moments, then appeared to come to a decision. ‘Look, George. Why don’t you speak to Ed? This is all rather beyond me, you know. And you can trust him.’
‘I know I can, June. But Ed thinks I’m a bit screwy! He doesn’t take me very seriously.’
She smiled directly at him, and he knew exactly what the smile meant. ‘This is different,’ she said.
‘Okay, I’ll talk to him.’
And he just about had time to do so before June said ‘Darling!’ with a funny look at Ed, and there was a hasty search for the car keys that had been put in a special place for just this emergency.
And on Ed’s instructions Poor George put through a brief telephone call to the hospital. By the time he had hung up, the car had roared into life and crunched over the gravel and into the main highway.
Then George put through the other call that Ed had suggested.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Harry, chief projectionist of one of the larger cinemas in the West End, checked that the film in the second projector was correctly laced and slammed the spool covers shut. He turned the knob of the arclight control until it was properly centred, and then peered through the little visor window of the projection-box to the big screen below.
Jim, his assistant, was also watching the action, watching for limping man walking along hospital corridor with arm in sling. This would be the first warning in anticipation of the changeover. And there it was now…
‘Stand by!’
Harry nodded, his hand now on the motor switch.
At the back of the projection-room a phone rang. ‘Leave it!’ said Harry. ‘Isn’t it marvellous? Always ring us up just as we’re doing a changeover!’
‘Never fails,’ agreed Jim. Then: ‘Motor!’ The cue mark had come up on the screen. Harry pressed the switch, and the smooth whirring of the changeover machine matched the one that was already running. The other cue flashed momentarily on the picture. ‘Over!’
Harry pressed the foot-pedal and at the same time flicked over the fader knob hard against the left-hand stop. ‘Sneak that sound up a bit, Jim.’ The assistant nodded: the sound-head on this machine had been down just that fraction all day. In the morning it would have to be matched up again. Jim let the end of the reel run through the ‘dead’ machine and stopped the motor. A slight adjustment to the amplifier, and that was that.
Harry took one more look at the screen to check the focus. ‘Now let’s see what they want downstairs.’
He was forestalled, however, because the manager came in on the double, panting after having run up the stairs.
‘Sorry, Chief,’ he said, ‘as usual, I expect you were on a changeover. Well, actually I’ve got to stop the show and make an announcement. Wait five minutes till I get down to the stage and then cut your motor.’
‘What about the running time, sir?’
‘We’ll have to run late — if we have any customers left by the time I’ve finished saying what I’ve got to say!’ He looked rather grim, but didn’t wait to answer any questions. Jim waited for him to leave the box and remarked: ‘I can’t smell anything burning.’
* * *
When the house lights were switched on there came the usual ironical cheers and slow handclaps of an audience confronted with a breakdown at the crucial point in the film.
There was a further cheer from the audience as a spotlight came on and the manager appeared from the wings, carrying a stand-microphone to the centre of the stage. He waited patiently and good humouredly for the noise to die down. Then he said: ‘I must ask for complete silence.’
‘It looks as if we’ve got it!’ shouted someone in the front stalls. There was laughter.
‘What I have to say,’ said the manager, ‘is a matter of life and death. Your life and death.’ They were quiet this time. ‘But before I explain anything further, it is essential for your own safety that any of you who are eating sweets, ice-creams or nuts — anyone drinking lemonade, anyone smoking a cigarette… don’t. Put it down. Put it on the floor by your feet — it may be lethal.’ He saw someone get up and make as if to leave the theatre. ‘No one leave, please, until I have finished speaking. There is no danger in this building which you won’t meet outside. Now, I’ll explain…’
* * *
‘And so,’ said the Great Man, looking hard and square into the lens of the television camera, ‘a national emergency has arisen. A new kind of emergency. And because it is new, new measures must be taken against it. Otherwise we will all be in great danger — you, me, your wives, your children, your friends. Most of you, by now, will have read the evening papers, and will have learned the truth about the tins. “Why,” you will ask, “why weren’t we told the truth before?” Well, the answer to that, my friends, is that we didn’t know the truth. We know more of it now, and soon, I promise you, we will know the whole truth — no one and nothing will be spared in that endeavour…’
While the Prime Minister spoke, John and Julia sat before their television set, tense and appalled, not fully able to digest the magnitude of the situation. To them, it had never grown beyond the single can and the printing paper and the stricken child that they loved, and who now lay in a hospital bed…
In his Mayfair apartment Sydney Spigett, the man who for a time had loved success more than anything else, sat transfixed in front of the biggest and best television set that money could buy. And he knew the only thing that really mattered was that the woman he loved should survive his own act of negligence…
And at Morley’s preparatory school, Morningways sat in the headmaster’s study, watching the dimly lit screen of the ancient thing the Head called a television set, thinking of a fat little boy who was much too fond of chocolate. While the Prime Minister, impersonal, aloof yet somehow intimately, deeply concerned, spoke on…
‘…So this is what we have to do. Between now and tomorrow evening as much food as can be tested in the time will be sent to centres in each district — you will be told where they are over the radio and on television. Meanwhile, try to eat and drink as little as possible. By tomorrow morning, most of the water supplies will have been tested, but the more remote districts will take longer. Until then, use as little as you can, especially for drinking purposes…’
* * *
The telephone rang in the library. Sophie Tripling turned down the sound of the TV and picked up the receiver. ‘This is Dick,’ said a somewhat distant voice. ‘Dick Simmel.’
‘Hallo, Dick. Where are you? You sound an awful long way away.’
‘I’m in Scotland. Glennaverley. I went up in one of the helicopters. We’re doing a search here first thing tomorrow.’
Sophie raised her voice to compensate for the bad line. ‘Well, it’s nice to hear your voice.’
‘What?’
‘I said, it’s nice to hear your voice!’
‘Same here, plus!’ A pause. ‘Look, can I speak to your father?’
‘He’s not here. He’s at a War Office conference.’
‘Oh, damn!’
‘Anything I can do?’
‘Well, I don’t know. I can’t seem to get hold of anybody tonight — it’s absolutely verboten to disturb them at my Department — they’re still talking, and I should think they’ll be at it all night. But I discovered something rather interesting up here, and I think I ought to look into it. The trouble is I need a helicopter and I have no authority to take one up. I’ve got a pilot here beside me who’s perfectly willing, but he says he can’t do night flying without special permission. Of course, it’s especially dangerous in hilly country like this.’
‘Can’t it wait till morning?’
‘In view of the general panic, no. The Prime Minister has just made a statement on radio and television, and the whole thing’s pretty grim.’
‘Yes, I heard him.’
‘Besides, there’s practically a full moon tonight, and we’ll be able to see all we want to see.’
‘What is it exactly that you hope to find out?’
‘Sorry; I didn’t get that.’
‘What do you hope to find out, if you take the helicopter up?’
‘It’s a bit complicated to explain over the phone, and this is such a lousy line. But I think it’s important enough to take a chance.’
‘All right, Dick. I’ll call Daddy and he will call you. What’s the number?’
‘I’m at the airstrip — Glennaverley 59.’
She repeated the number back to him. Then she said: ‘If Papa says you can go up, you will take care, won’t you?’
‘I will; and thanks!’
Two minutes later Sophie had her father on the line. ‘You will make it quick, dear, won’t you? I’m in the middle of a most urgent meeting.’
She came straight to the point. ‘Dick Simmel wants to take up a chopper tonight. He needs your authority.’
‘Why didn’t he phone the Commission?’
‘I gather they’re not taking any calls.’
Sir Horace sounded grim. ‘I’m not surprised! I suppose you don’t know what he wants it for?’
‘No. It was a bad line, so he didn’t give me any details. But he did say it was very important and has a direct bearing on the crisis. I told him you’d phone the authority through if you agreed.’
‘All right,’ said General Tripling gruffly. ‘But I hope he knows what he’s doing. If he fouls a blade on one of those escarpments up there, he won’t know what hit him. I’ll get my G-One to phone through. Anything else?’
Sophie bit her lip. ‘When the colonel phones through, will you ask him to insist that the helicopter stays on the radio all the time? Just in case anything happens?’
‘I get your point, Sophie. But don’t worry too much; I’m sure he knows what he’s doing. What’s the number?’
* * *
A few minutes before 10 p.m. Major Pentecue revved up the engine of the helicopter. He smiled ruefully at Dick. ‘What goes up must come down,’ he said. ‘But I hope we come down when we mean to, and with three blades still left on the rotor!’
‘So do I, Major.’ He added, as an afterthought: ‘I’ve got a very good reason for staying alive.’
The plane took off, swiftly and vertically. Pentecue had to shout. ‘A girl?’
‘How did you guess?’
‘What’s she like?’
Dick gave the thumbs-up sign, and the pilot grinned. ‘In that case,’ he yelled, ‘I’ll try not to make this a suicide mission! Is that your river?’
Simmel looked down at the dark landscape below, then at the map he had across his knee. ‘I think so,’ he agreed. ‘Can you keep this altitude for a bit? Then we can get a general picture of the layout before we go in.’
‘The longer we stay up here,’ said the pilot, ‘the happier I am! And there’s the loch.’ At the head of the stream lay a dark patch of water, only visible because the moonlight was reflected from its surface. All around it rose the black, unfriendly cliffs.
‘The narrowest part of the river seems to be where it joins the loch,’ shouted Dick. ‘And that must be where the ancient dam was. Now it’s all crumbled away, they tell me.’
The pilot studied the shadowy contours below. ‘Still, as far as I can see there seems to be a fair amount of water in the loch.’
‘It must be quite shallow. Don’t forget there’s been some heavy rainfall. But when the level drops, a lot of the bed of the lake is exposed. Sorry, loch! Even now you can see a border of sand all the way round the water.’
Pentecue banked the aircraft to get a better view. ‘Yes, I see what you mean. What was the purpose of the dam, I wonder? I mean, why was it necessary to keep the loch up to that level?’
‘I gather it was used as a water supply in the old days. Must have been a bit pongy too, I should think! After all, it’s only a small stretch of water, and I dread to think how many cows must have fallen off the cliffs and got buried under the silt! The loch is still used for irrigation, I believe. It’s above sea-level, so the water flows out of it easily enough.’
The Major momentarily took his eyes off the controls. ‘Where did you get all your “gen” from, Simmel?’
‘At the local. As soon as they found out why we were here, they came up with their pet theory. It’s all wrong, of course; but there’s just one thing about it that makes sense.’ He switched on the detection equipment, which had been mounted behind the seat. ‘Now, if you will come down lower, I’ll see if I get any pips out of this thing.’
‘Okay. But I’d better get through to base first. I promised to maintain contact.’ He picked up a microphone and pressed the pressel switch. ‘Hallo, baker one; hallo, baker one. Report my signals. Baker one, over.’
‘Baker one. Okay. Over.’
‘Baker one. Okay. We’re over the loch now, and we’re going down to have a closer look. Over.’
‘Baker one. Roger. Wait one.’ There was a lengthy pause. Then the voice came back. ‘Can you put Simmel on? Over.’
Pentecue handed Dick the headset and microphone. Dick looked enquiringly at him, rather surprised. But Pentecue said nothing, gesturing with his spare hand that Simmel was to take over the radio. Dick put on the headset and pressed the switch. ‘Baker one. Simmel speaking. Over.’
‘Good!’ came the voice. ‘Can you remember army procedure? Over.’
‘Baker one. Just about! Over.’
‘Baker one. Roger. All you need remember really is to say “over” at the end of each transmission. It’s important, because we’ve just had orders to connect you by remote control to London by telephone. Each time you say “over” we have to switch over with you — otherwise confusion reigns. Do you understand? Over.’
Dick pulled a face. ‘God!’ he said to Pentecue, ‘what now? I’ve got to have a ruddy telephone conversation!’
The Major grinned but didn’t look up from the controls. ‘Probably a rocket from your outfit for taking a midnight flip. Serves you right!’
Dick pressed the switch again. ‘I get it. I’ll stand by for your further call. Out.’
The aircraft was now hovering quite low over the water, but so far the geiger counter was only registering the background count. ‘Can you get lower still?’ said Dick.
‘This isn’t a bloody submarine! All right, I’ll go down till the wheels touch.’
Abruptly the radio came to life, and clearly through the headphones came Gatt’s voice. He spoke in a very stilted way. He was obviously unused to this kind of procedure. ‘Hallo, baker one,’ he said laboriously. ‘Can you hear me?’ There was a longish gap, followed by a squawking noise. Then his voice came back. ‘Sorry — forgot to say “over”. Once again, are you receiving me? Over.’
Simmel said: ‘Yes, I can hear you clearly. Over.’ He waited in some trepidation or the impending rocket.
Gatt said: ‘Good. I won’t waste time on the why’s and wherefore’s’ — he sounded more relaxed now — ‘but, anyway, I think you did right not to worry us with whatever strange theory sent you aloft in the middle of the night. Now, listen Carefully. We now know — almost for certain — that the centre of contamination is Loch Logie. And I understand you’re over the loch now — is that right? Over.’
‘Yes. In fact we’re almost down to the surface of the water, only there doesn’t seem to be any detectable radiation. The reason I decided to investigate was because some local wizard in the town got talking while I was in the pub. It’s about the level of the loch. Apparently it varies a good deal, because a somewhat archaic dam, that was built heaven knows how long ago, has crumbled away. So there is nothing to stop the water flowing out. It seems the loch has almost run dry on two occasions…’
Gatt looked across the table at Seff, who nodded. Manson had gone white. And when he tried to write an annotation on the piece of paper upon which he had been doodling, his fountain-pen just made a big blotch. He looked slowly up at Gatt as if he couldn’t help himself. But Gatt said nothing to him, just focused his eyes unseeingly on a blob of sweat that threatened to trickle down Manson’s nose, and barked into the microphone. ‘Dick, what’s the radiation level? You’d better watch out for yourselves. Over.’
‘There’s no need to worry at the moment. Unfortunately, I can’t pick up a thing. Over.’
‘That’s odd. Well, keep trying. I’ll call you back in a few minutes. Now I’m talking to the operator: Keep this line free whatever happens and listen on the line. I’m leaving the receiver off the hook.’
Gatt turned to Manson. ‘Alec, now you have been confronted with this thing, can’t you think back and remember whether you had any conscious doubts about that cock? You see, if you turned the right one — as you still say you thought you had — we’re wasting our time with this loch theory. Simmel has already found that the surface, at least, of the water is not radioactive, so we could be wrong.’
Manson spoke quietly and hesitantly. He was clearly on his guard. ‘I can only say,’ he answered, ‘that once I was inside the pumping-room, I was naturally very aware of the importance of turning the right cock.’
‘Exactly what did you do?’ said the Director, quite calmly and quietly.
‘Well, in the darkness there was only one thing I could do. I knew it was the second one from the door; so I groped around until I found the first one, and knew it couldn’t be that. So then I went a bit farther in and found the other one. Having found it I opened the cock.’
‘And at this stage you had no doubts?’ said Gatt.
‘That.is so.’
‘But, Alec,’ said the Director gently, ‘if you had no doubts — then or afterwards — how do you account for what you said under the anaesthetic?’
Suddenly Mr Rupert, who had hardly said anything throughout the entire three days, looked up from his Stenotype and offered an opinion. ‘I think I can explain that,’ he said in his sibilant voice. ‘It is a case of the mind being triggered below the threshold of consciousness.’
‘Good Lord!’ said Frank Gresham, ‘what in heaven’s name is that?’
‘Simply,’ continued Mr Rupert, still operating the keys of the machine and apparently writing down what he was saying as he went along, ‘that Mr Manson must have heard, at a later date, about the second entrance to your pumping-room without actually noticing it consciously. It was his subconscious mind that noticed it; and it was his subconscious mind that spoke out under the influence of gas.’
Seff, a whisky glass now planted conspicuously before him, was sketching something. After a few rapid strokes of his pen he skidded the drawing across the table to Manson. ‘Alec,’ he said. ‘Look at that layout. Recognize it? It’s the pumping-room. Take a good look and tell me this: if you had come in through the door marked “A” the cocks would have been on your left; and if you’d come through “B” they would have been on your right. Which side were they?’
Manson saw from the sketch that Seff had deliberately not marked which was the right one and which was the wrong one. It was a memorable moment as Manson stared mutely at the piece of paper, then back at Seff, knowing how much depended on his answer. Then he shut his eyes for a few seconds, and groped with his hands as if he were actually in the pumping-room once more. Eventually he was satisfied, and pushed the sketch back across the table, never taking his eyes off Seff s face. ‘They were on the left,’ he said. No one breathed.
Seff sipped some of the whisky. ‘When I told you to open the outlet valve — which I referred to as the “second cock from the door” — I naturally thought you would go down the quickest way. That is, by the inner stairs. The way Ed went down. Did you see Ed?’
‘No,’ said Manson in a level voice. ‘I didn’t see anyone. Don’t forget, only the emergency lighting was on by then.’
‘That’s right; it was. And there was steam coming from the burst heat exchanger, so I grant you it was difficult to see anything much. And that steam was very radioactive. But I couldn’t afford to think about your personal safety then, or Ed’s — or mine, for that matter. I had to go through the steam myself after discharging some of the cartridges. But, for the present, I want you to recall the moment when we were all on the top of the pile, just before you and Ed went down.’
The Director interrupted. ‘I’m sorry, Seff. But is this relevant? We must get back to Simmel on the radio. Can’t you just tell us, from what Manson has already told you, whether he did turn the right cock?’
‘I think you will see in a minute, Sir Robert, that this is of vital importance.’
‘Then please continue.’
‘As I said,’ continued Seff, ‘our own personal safety had to come second to that of the many employees who were at Marsdowne that night. My job was therefore to prevent a major fire. So I sent Ed down to the cooling-room with instructions to step up the carbon-dioxide pressure, and you to the pumping-room to get rid of the water in the heat-exchange system. If you remember, we had no remote control by then, and everything had to be done manually.’
‘I am not likely to forget it,’ said Manson. And once again the accusation was there.
‘Quite. Now let us consider what you are alleged to have said under the anaesthetic. You said: ‘The second one, yes. But, oh God! From which end?’ Now, why should you have been bothered about “which end”? There could be no doubt, surely — provided you did what you knew I had meant you to do and went down the inner stairs and through the control-room?’
Manson found his lips had gone dry. ‘I don’t see where this is all leading,’ he said.
‘I think you will in a minute. But first you must allow me to make a rather unpleasant suggestion concerning what you might have done — rather in the manner that you suggested what I might have done in my drunken effort to get the pile to react. Have you any objection?’
Manson said: ‘I have no objection to a hypothetical suggestion.’
‘Good. That’s a very good phrase — hypothetical suggestion! It keeps it all nice and friendly, doesn’t it! Well, supposing this is what happened. Supposing you were thrown into complete panic when things started to go wrong. You knew there must have been a hell of a lot of radiation about — particularly on the inner stairs, which run right underneath the heat exchangers. You were terrified, in fact. So you rushed out of the main hall, went through the air-lock, and into the pumping-room through the other entrance. The wrong entrance, Manson! And when you got there you were in such a panic that you couldn’t work out for a moment which cock you should have turned, having come through the wrong door! You weren’t in any real doubt as to which door I meant you to use. So what you said under the anaesthetic was not an expression of doubt that you felt after the event, but your panic-stricken feeling at the moment of entering the pumping-room!’
‘A very interesting and incriminating hypothesis,’ said Manson calmly. ‘Only it doesn’t work, because I told you that the cocks were on the left. Which they obviously couldn’t have been if I had come through the other door.’
‘My dear chap,’ said Seff with grim bonhomie, ‘I didn’t ask you that question merely to get the right answer. After all, you’ve had two years to think it out.’ There were about one thousand roentgens of tension in the air now.
‘Then why,’ said Manson stupidly, ‘did you ask me?’
Seff knocked back the rest of the Scotch. ‘To get you to lie,’ he said, and his eyes had become rivets. ‘You’re a fool, Manson. If you had told me you came down the wrong stairs, if you had told me the cocks were on the right, and therefore you turned the first one instead of the second, you would have got away with it. But don’t you see what you have forgotten?’
He took something out of his brief-case and put it on the table. It was a large chart, and he spread it across the table, using ash-trays as weights. ‘I got this from Ed’s office this morning,’ he said. ‘As you see, it’s the Lifetime Dose Sheet for that period. If Ed had a more suspicious mind, he might have realised that the answer to this whole bloody business had been staring him in the face the whole time.’
Manson found that the muscles of his face had become so stiff that he couldn’t move his lips properly. But he managed to say, in a voice that was almost steady: ‘I don’t see what the Dose Sheets have got to do with it.’ And, more confidently: ‘In any case, Springle wasn’t with Administration at the time.’
Seff looked at him expressionlessly. ‘You’re right; nor he was. So why should he have got curious? I only thought of it myself a few minutes ago, when there was some reason to. And I had to make a special journey to get the sheets.’
Manson felt the panic building inside him — the more so because he couldn’t see what significance the information stored on those bits of paper could have. But he said: ‘I hope it’s good, Seff. Because after what you’ve said to me it had better be!’ He paused for a moment, found that Mr Rupert was staring at him from the end of the table, his fingers poised over the keyboard in readiness. Manson wrenched his eyes away, turned back to Seff. ‘Well? What do you fondly suppose you’ve discovered?’
‘Take a look, my friend. I think you’ll find it rather interesting. Here we are — you see the red entries? There’s mine — I got 40 roentgens that night. A pretty stiff dose, but nothing to Ed’s; he got nearly 60! Of course he did; he had to come down the inner stairs. He knew it was vital to turn on the gas, and he risked his life to do it. Now look at yours, Manson. Just over 6 roentgens. Now, tell me how you managed to get down the inner stairs and get off so lightly? Just how hypothetical is that?’
He stood up suddenly, uncurling like a leaf-spring. The veins stood out on his arms and forehead, as he gave Manson the full force of his feelings. ‘Damn your guts, you are just a plain, ordinary, bloody liar!’
Manson pushed his chair back with such violence that it clattered against the wall. ‘It was your fault!’ he shouted. ‘It was your fault the pile blew up — I knew the design was wrong, you supercilious, high-level bungler!’ He laughed viciously. ‘And to think that you expected me to risk my neck because of your mistake…’
‘Shut up!’ It was the only time Hargreaves had raised his voice during the whole three days of the enquiry, and it had an electrifying effect.
Manson stammered: ‘Forgive me, Sir Robert. I—’
Hargreaves cut him short. ‘I’m not going to say very much to you now, Manson, because there isn’t time. But I’ll say this: To have panicked under duress was, to say the least, a grave reflection on your character. But it was a human thing to do. We none of us know how we are going to react until the testing time comes. I could have forgiven that.’ Hargreaves’ voice was shaking now. Shaking with an overwhelming rage and disgust. ‘I’ve heard of people hiding things to save their own skins — even at the expense of public safety. I had an officer do that during the war, and I felt intensely sorry for him, even though it was I who ordered his court martial. But that man’s crime was nothing to yours.
‘I won’t try to remind you of the enormity of your breach of trust. Your own conscience must be your chief prosecutor; because nothing the law can hand out can do justice to your conduct.’ The Director rammed the butt of his cigarette hard on to the ash-tray. The savage finality of the act was as articulate as anything he could say.
It was after Manson had left, silently, and somehow (thought Gresham) for all his ignominiousness, pathetically, that Mr Rupert made his only other verbal contribution to the proceedings. ‘That man,’ he said, ‘has invented a new crime. The crime of silence.’ It was, perhaps histrionic. But it was apt.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

London was quiet that night.
The buses were on the road as usual, and there were plenty of taxis around. But the private cars were few. The theatres were playing to only sparsely populated houses, and an unlucky producer launched a new play to many rows of tipped-up seats. Those addicts who had decided to use their tickets hardly applauded.
Drizzling rain had turned the streets into shiny reflectors. A sports car which had taken the bend of St Martin’s Lane too fast had piled against a lamp standard. No one was hurt. Only a few pedestrians watched the wreck being towed away, and only one discontented onlooker could be bothered to remark that the driver must have had too much money and not enough to do.
Aircraft flew in, trains left their termini, chorus girls kicked their legs at the television cameras, tramps slept with sly unconcern in their customary doorways.
All was calm.
But behind shutters, in warehouses, aboard Thames barges, roped inside freight trucks, sealed in packing-cases, cartons and silver paper, alien atoms, millions of times smaller than the head of a pin, basic elements of matter that should never have been there, sent thin streams of electro-magnetic energy into free air. The energy they call gamma rays.
In chocolate boxes and milk jugs, kitchen cupboards and coffee cups, the nuclei of unstable atoms broke up and changed their nature and shot out electrons in their slow process of metamorphosis — the quest for electrical balance that cannot be stopped by man or by his science.
And within human bodies the same ionizing rays committed homicide among the cells that are the very structure of life itself — the template for man’s future existence which, once changed, can never be restored…

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Gatt screwed up his face like a man who was looking at the naked sun. He had a splitting headache, and the squeak of that relentless fan seemed to go right through it. Seff had strongly recommended a stiff whisky, but on the table by Gatt’s blotter there was still only the little bottle of tablets and a glass of water. He said: ‘I wish Simmel would come up on the air.’
Hargreaves was thinking the same thing. He knew the dangers. ‘Well, it’s no good calling him till he’s ready.’ He’d give Dick another five minutes.
Seff had marked an ugly 200-foot contour line with a red pencil. It ringed the loch, hemming it in. He made no further comment, however, about the obvious hazards of flying round that dark basin at night. He discarded a cigarette, adding the debris to the already overfilled ash-tray. ‘If our theory is right,’ he said, ‘the loch has dried up on at least two occasions — probably more. And by sheer bad luck, it didn’t happen to do this during one of Gatt’s routine checks of the atmosphere. But what about the loch itself?’ He addressed himself to Arlen. ‘Did you check the loch for radiation at the time of the accident?’
‘Yes. That’s what has been puzzling me.’
‘When?’
‘At regular intervals for two months after the blow-up. Negative each time.’
Seff nodded. ‘That checks. I’ll explain in a minute.’ He got up and started to pace the room. ‘As you know, when the pile “ran away”, one of the heat-exchangers burst with the increased steam pressure. That meant that radioactive gas from inside the damaged reactor came into direct contact with the steam and made it highly radioactive. The main turbine cocks were all closed, and so the steam could only escape either through the fractured walls of the heat-exchanger or back into the pumping-room. Now, it was essential to open the outlet cock fast, both to get rid of that lethal steam and to relieve the rapidly building pressure. The safety valves couldn’t handle it, and there was a danger that the whole system would burst. Those gauges were already clean off the dial. And the pressure didn’t start dropping, even after Manson had — supposedly — opened the outlet cock. Then, after a very anxious ten minutes or so, the pressure did fall. Why?’
He stood, this wiry man. by the window, the muscles of his face drawn taut with alertness. ‘We now know why. For a while, after Manson had opened the inlet cock, nothing happened. There is a non-return valve in the system to prevent the water flowing back into the loch — under normal conditions. But of course it was under high pressure. And eventually the valve blew. The steam and boiling water roared down the inlet pipe towards the loch.
‘But there’s a reservoir tank between the pumping-room and the loch. I won’t bother you with details of plumbing, but that tank is where the radioactive water lay in wait, while Gatt was busily testing the loch for contamination. And since it is normally “clean” water in that tank, and since no one had the slightest inkling that Manson had opened the inlet cock, there was nothing to prevent some innocent engineer from emptying its contents into the loch when it was evident that there was no further use for the water, due to the closing down of Project 3. You see, there was no earthly reason to suppose that the water could have been anything but innocent.’
Hargreaves said: ‘About these safety valves. Shouldn’t they be capable of handling any excess pressure in the event of an emergency?’
‘Yes, they certainly should. Of course, no one had visualised anything approaching the colossal pressures that built up as a result of the accident. And of course if Manson had opened the right cock the pressure would have dropped immediately. Still, we’ll have to look at the valves on the new reactor with this in view, before we start it up.’
‘We’ll have to look at a hell of a lot more things than that!’ said the Director, grimly enough. But the loudspeaker cut him short.
‘Hallo, baker one. Can you hear me okay? Over.’
Gatt replied that he could.
‘Good. Nice to know you’re there. It’s pretty spooky in these parts! Well, we’ve been up and down the water like a ruddy lawn-mower; and although the count is slightly above normal background in one or two places there is nothing much cooking in these parts. Over.’
‘Baker one. I’m certain we’re on the right track, but I think I see what’s happening. The water itself won’t be very radioactive because it has been replaced several times over by the rain and the springs flowing into it. The real trouble must therefore be in the silt underneath, and the water is shielding you from the radiation. If you are right about the level of the loch going up and down, what must be happening is this: when the level is low, parts of the loch-bed are exposed and become dry. Then, during a high wind, the radioactive silt is blown away, causing the trouble. Are you with me so far? Over.’
‘Yes. I understand. Then there is no way of finding out without dredging the loch? Over.’
‘I think there is. But it depends how much fuel you’ve got. Over.’
‘Just a minute, then.’ A minute ticked by, and the pip-pip-pip of the trunk-line timing system came clearly over the speaker.
Seff said: ‘I think your idea is too dangerous, Gatt.’
Arlen said: ‘It depends on the moon. As long as they can see what they’re doing they’ll be all right. But we’ll have to leave it to them.’
‘Baker one again,’ said Simmel. ‘We’re okay for fuel for another hour. What we’re a bit concerned about is the light. The moon is bright most of the time, but there are some streaky clouds that keep obscuring it. I think we’ll be all right if we keep an eye on them though. What do you want us to do? Over.’
‘Well, for God’s sake be careful and don’t take any unnecessary risks. Because what I am going to ask you to do means going near the cliff edge. If it is too dangerous you must not even try it. On the other hand, if we can get a positive answer to the problem it’s going to make a lot of difference to everyone.’
The Director said: ‘Ask him what the wind is like.’
Gatt nodded appreciatively. ‘Of course: most important.’ He spoke again into the telephone. ‘How’s the wind, Simmel? Over.’
‘Not much of it. But what there is is gusty. Over.’
Gatt covered up the receiver with his hand. ‘I don’t like it,’ he said. ‘There’s too much risk.’
Frank said: ‘Couldn’t we send out a ground party?’
‘The trouble is it’s difficult to reach the loch by land,’ said Hargreaves thoughtfully. ‘The only way you can get down is to scale the cliffs. And if we don’t get the answer tonight… well, there might be something like a general panic. The Cabinet are extremely anxious on that score. No, we’ll have to go through with it, though you must understand that it is entirely on my responsibility.’
Gatt made no comment on this. But he said: ‘Do you mind if we stop the fan, Robert? My head is pounding like a road-breaker.’ Hargreaves got up to turn the thing off. Gatt uncovered the telephone receiver and spoke to Simmel. ‘Baker one. My idea is that the silt at the edge of the loch must be in the same condition as the mud at the bottom. But because the water is shallow at the edge the radiation should come through. Over.’
‘Roger. Actually if we can get tight-in to the cliff we will be over naked ground, because even now the water isn’t quite up to its maximum level. The biggest patch of uncovered mud is near the outlet — where the dam used to be. On either side of the channel there is open ground. The trouble is, it’s the narrowest point for us, because the cliffs close in on either side. Wait a minute; I’ll ask the pilot what he thinks.’
Abruptly there came a knock on the door. The Director who had been standing by the fan switch, himself went to the door and opened it. ‘Sophie!’ he exclaimed. ‘What —?’
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, a little embarrassed now that she had taken the plunge. ‘I just wondered—’
Hargreaves managed a smile. ‘You’d better come in, dear. We’re just talking to Dick on the radio.’ He saw she was perplexed. ‘Remote control from Glennaverley,’ he explained. She nodded rather doubtfully, and he motioned her to Simmel’s chair. Gresham smiled reassuringly from across the table. Sophie, grateful, tried to smile back.
Simmel’s voice came up on the radio again. ‘Baker one. We’re going to try it. And I’m going to stay on the air all the time until we’re clear of the place.’ Sophie sat transfixed, her eyes wide open, like a child’s, gazing intently at the loudspeaker. ‘Major Pentecue has opened the throttle and we’re heading down the lake towards the outlet. We’re about thirty feet up, and that’s about as low as we dare go once we reach the crevice between the two cliffs… The moon’s okay at the moment, though you can’t always see this cloud until the last moment. So far, no radiation.’
‘What’s he doing?’ said Sophie tensely. ‘What’s this about a crevice?’
‘He’s going to take a closer look, that’s all,’ said Gatt, kindly enough. ‘Nothing very dangerous.’
‘But…?’ She broke off. ‘Can’t I speak to him?’
‘I’m afraid not. At least, not yet. No one can until he stops transmitting.’
‘I see.’
‘…It’s getting a bit bumpy, now that we’re approaching the cliff. And I think we’ll have to get lower if we can — because there’s nothing much coming out of the hot-box. I suppose most of the stuff became deposited near the other end — the Marsdowne end…’
‘Tiddlywinks again,’ said Gatt in an undertone.
‘We’re dropping down into the gully now — I wish you could hear some of the things Major Pentecue is saying about you! Hallo! We’re beginning to get some real action from the geiger counter. Hurrah! Yes, this loch is hot all right!’
‘Come out now!’ shouted Hargreaves impotently. ‘You’ve told us what we’ve wanted to know. Come out of there, for God’s sake!’
‘…The radiation level, Gatt, on this machine is reading about three-quarters of the way up the dial, on the low range — about 7 roentgen-hours, that is. Our height is roughly twenty feet. I hope that is some help. Damn! Just as we wanted it most the moon is going behind a cloud. This may be a bit dicey. Hell, it’s dark around here. There’s a bit of wind, too. It must get sucked through the narrow end of the valley. Frankly, I’m scared. I’m glad I’ve got to keep talking… we’re going up now, and with any luck we’ll get clear. But you can’t see a damn thing! Pentecue is allowing for drift and we’re sort of edging crabwise out of the crevice. E-a-s-y, now!.. Thank God, the moon is coming up again and Jesus Christ…!’ There was a click on the line.
And then, nothing.
With unnatural calm Gatt spoke into the phone. ‘I’m speaking to the radio operator at Glennaverley. Can you hear me?’
‘Yes, sir. I’m afraid… I’m afraid they’ve stopped transmitting.’
‘Call them up yourself and re-establish contact.’
‘Yes, I’ll try that. Hold on, please.’
Sophie stared across the table, an awful, unspoken question in her gaze. If she had been capable, in those few long seconds, of considering ‘love’ as an abstract idea, her thoughts of the previous day would have seemed strangely inapplicable — ‘because you are the man, you will know your feelings more quickly…’ She had learned hers quickly enough.
Seff knew how she felt all right. He poured some whisky into his empty glass, pressed it into her hand. ‘You are to drink this,’ he said sternly, as to a child. ‘Go on, drink it up.’ Obediently she did so.
The operator’s voice cut into the room. ‘I can’t raise them.’ The simple statement required no elucidation. Hargreaves took the telephone receiver from Gatt. ‘Put your commanding officer on the line.’
‘Colonel Sumner speaking,’ said a voice of unmistakable authority. ‘I have been listening on the line.’
‘Good. Well, I don’t have to tell you what to do.’
‘I’ll call Air-Sea Rescue at once. And I’ll send up another chopper.’
‘No, don’t do that, Colonel. It’s too dark in that loch.’ He paused. ‘How long would it take you to fit a car headlamp to one of your machines?’
‘I have already done so. I’m afraid I anticipated this possibility — but I wish I’d thought of it sooner.’
‘It’s not your fault, Colonel. What are their chances? We might as well know.’
‘It’s impossible to say. They only had twenty feet to fall. But looking at the gloomy side, it could have been rock underneath. And of course if you catch a blade it’s apt to smash up the whole machine.’
‘What about the danger of fire?’
Involuntarily Sophie said: ‘Oh God, no!’ and turned away so that the others couldn’t see the expression on her face.
‘There is a danger, of course. But we can see quite a long way upstream from here. I think if there was a fire we would see the glow. I’d better get on with it now, sir.’
‘Yes, of course. You will let us know…?’
‘The moment we have any news.’
The Director hung up, and there was a long silence in the room. At length he said: ‘If that boy has gone to his death, there’s someone who should hang for it.’
Seff looked down. ‘I know what you mean,’ he said quietly. ‘But I still don’t think you should have sent Simmel in.’
Sophie, white even to the lips now, had the last word. ‘I do,’ she said simply.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

‘I’m glad you asked me round, Kate,’ said Angela. ‘I wouldn’t have cared much to spend the evening on my own.’
Kate put the sugar in the coffee and handed her a cup. She attempted a smile, but it didn’t come off very well. ‘Nor me!’ She lowered her eyes. ‘Do you happen to know what Dick is doing up at Glennaverley? Something pretty dangerous, isn’t it?’
‘Now, you stop thinking about Dick.’
‘I find that difficult.’
‘Yes, I know what you mean. One does.’
‘I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t had you to talk to tonight. The worst part, of it is, I ran into the girl at the office today, and I can’t even hate her.’
‘Well, don’t try. Being bitter doesn’t help, believe me.’ Angela lit a cigarette nervously. ‘Do you mind if I phone the hospital? I want to let them know where I am.’ She picked up the phone. ‘June’s baby is about the only happy prospect there is, at the moment — except for the way Jack has rallied-through in this business. Hallo… Private wing, please.’
‘Private ward — Sister speaking.’
‘This is Mrs Seff; I’m a friend of Mrs Springle’s. Is there any news yet?’
‘Oh, good evening, Mrs Seff. Yes, Mrs Springle has just arrived, and she was hoping you’d ring. I got the impression that she’d rather like you to be near at hand. You know, it’s her first, and she’s quite nervous really, though she’s very composed and very happy. We can’t let you see her, of course, until after the baby has been delivered. But it would be nice for her if she knew you weren’t far away.’
‘Of course, I’d be delighted to come. I’ll leave right away. Thank you, Sister.’ She hung up. ‘June wants me to go to the nursing-home, Kate. I’d suggest you came, too, but—’
‘It’s all right, Mrs Seff. I’m hardly in the mood to witness the happy event! I’ll call you a cab. In any case, I’d better stay here. You never know; they might just need me at the office. It looks as if they’re going to be there all night.’
‘You’ll be okay, won’t you?’ Angela sounded genuinely concerned.
‘Oh yes,’ she smiled. ‘Absolutely okay!’
* * *
Blackness.
No, net blackness. There was some sort of light. A round, yellowish light. Like looking through a porthole.
That’s right! It is a porthole. It’s a ship. It’s the Dunster Castle, and soon it will steam into Liverpool. Demob., leave, an orgy of theatres…
But the deck is wet. Water slopping over everything. And the ship isn’t moving. And somewhere, an odd sort of croaking noise…
A voice said: ‘Are you all right, Simmel?’ Then, more urgently, ‘Simmel?’
The voice reminded Dick of stale chicken sandwiches. But for a moment he couldn’t place it. But the porthole had become the moon, and he could make out the outline of some sort of rocky gorge, opening out above him to the night sky. A thing that looked like a boat oar — a giant one — was sticking out of the mud near his right arm.
And when he realised that it was part of a blade belonging to the rotor, he remembered the old lady and knew where he was. ‘Poor old lady,’ he said aloud.
Major Pentecue said: ‘Thank God you’re all right! You’ve been unconscious.’ They were both silent for a while, and there was only the slight sound of the water lapping around them and the intermittent croaking noise. Pentecue was out of sight, somewhere behind the bulk of the wreckage. Eventually he said: ‘Are you hurt badly?’
‘I don’t know. I can’t feel my right leg. I can’t move it. Perhaps it’s broken. I banged my head, too. How about you?’
‘I can’t really tell. There’s a lot of rubble on top of me, and it’s just not on, even to attempt to move. I think I’ve smashed a few ribs. Chest hurts like hell.’
Dick said: ‘I’m bloody sorry. I got you into this mess.’
‘Don’t be a clot! We’re both damn’ lucky to be alive. I can’t think why there wasn’t a fire.’ The croaking noise again. ‘What the hell is that?’
‘Sounds like a frog. And I think the horrible thing is crawling up my leg! Wait a minute; I’ll see if I can reach my torch.’ When Dick delved into his pocket a shooting pain in his shoulder made him cry out.
‘What’s happening? You all right?’
Dick managed to get the torch out. ‘Yes, sorry. I’ve evidently done something to my shoulder as well. Now let’s see if it’ll work.’ It did. Well, that’s a miracle!’ He searched for the offending frog. ‘Now, where are you, you slimy beast?’
The frog stared back at him, hypnotised by the flickering light. It was a pretty stupid-looking frog, Dick thought. There appeared to be something wrong with it, though the animal didn’t seem to be aware of any deficiency.
‘Have you found your frog?’ asked the Major. He was in more pain than he cared to admit, and it showed in his voice.
Dick took a closer look at the animal.
Then he saw what was wrong with it. The sight made him want to vomit.
Sprouting from each knee joint of the hind legs were two extra feet. The thing had got six legs.
Struggling to keep his voice level, Dick said: ‘I hope to God they get us out of here soon. I’ve just seen something I hope I never see again.’
‘What was it? The Loch Logie Monster?’
‘Yes… it was certainly a monster.’ Just then the animal gave a final croak and hopped back into the water. There was a slight plop!and the thing swam away. Dick felt his flesh creep. He was wondering what further horror might suddenly appear.
He found he was shivering — the water seemed to be ice cold. He tried crawling, and found that he could make slow, though extremely painful, progress towards the shore. The naked mud was only a few feet away, but he could only move an inch or so at a time. Gasping, he asked Pentecue if he was in the water too.
‘Just mud, I think.’
‘Good.’ Dick thought: ‘If we don’t get out of here soon we might get serious radiation sickness.’ He wondered how much of the water he had swallowed before he came round.
As if by thought transference, Pentecue said: ‘Do you think we’re in much danger here? From gamma rays, or whatever it is?’ Dick hadn’t described the frog, but Pentecue was no fool. ‘I gather your frog was a mutation case.’
‘Yes, no doubt. Well, I’ve been trying to work out the likely dose-rate. At a very rough guess I’d say we’re getting something like 20 roentgens an hour, which isn’t too bad, as long as we get out of here in reasonable time. I don’t know anything about the life-cycle of the frog, but the animal — if you could call it an animal — that I saw is probably a first generation from eggs that were contaminated for as long as they took to hatch; so of course they would have got a terrific dose.’ There was only a yard or so separating him from the naked mud now.
Pentecue said: ‘I once saw a film about an ant — or some insect, anyway — that was about six times the size of a man. But the point was, it didn’t really horrify you because it still looked like an ant. What did your frog look like?’
‘A nightmare. Listen! Can you hear something?’
They both listened intently for a moment. Pentecue let out an exclamation. ‘It’s a chopper!’ Then: ‘He’ll never find us in this gully.’
‘Yes he will! He’s got a searchlight. Look!’
* * *
‘They’re taking an awful long time,’ said Ed Springle. He was surprisingly calm now, no longer playing the part of the musical-comedy father-to-be.
‘This is one thing you can’t hurry!’ said Angela. She felt tired and anxious, thinking more of that poor boy in the helicopter than she was of the routine birth of a baby. Ed didn’t know, she guessed; and she certainly had no intention of telling him just now.
A nurse came out of the delivery room, and Ed half rose in his chair. But, to the surprise of both of them, she signalled to Angela. ‘Can I have a word with you, Mrs Seff?’
Ed was hurt and surprised, but he didn’t say anything. Angela gave him a reassuring smile, then followed the nurse through to an office adjoining the theatre. The door swung to behind them. ‘Would you wait here a moment, Mrs Self?’ she said, with a sort of forced brightness. ‘The obstetrician would like a word with you.’ The nurse was gone before Angela could say anything. She had to wait nearly ten minutes in that little room before the doctor appeared. When he did his expression puzzled her.
He came straight to the point. ‘You are a close friend of the Springles, Mrs Seff?’
‘Yes. But—’
‘Do you happen to know whether there has been anything… unusual… about their relatives — on either side?’
‘Not that I know of. Won’t you please come to the point?’
‘Mrs Seff, I’m telling you in advance, because I think the Springles are going to need their friends to help them to face up to things.’
Angela waited breathlessly. ‘Yes?’
‘I’m afraid the baby may be totally blind.’ He let her digest this, then went on: ‘We don’t know for certain yet, but I’m afraid—’
She cut in. ‘But the child is… normal… in every other respect?’
He smiled. ‘Oh yes! A very beautiful boy.’
Angela sat down abruptly. ‘Blindness is bad enough. But for a moment I thought you might have meant something even worse.’
‘Why, Mrs Seff?’
‘Well, my husband—’ The doctor seemed to be angry about something, and she found herself stumbling over the words. ‘My husband is a scientist. He sometimes talks about… mutation, or something. I don’t know.’
‘And Mr Springle? Is he also a scientist?’
‘Well, yes.’
‘Has he been in contact with radiation?’ He was indeed grim.
‘I think he used to mine for uranium, way back when he lived in South Africa. Then he worked at Marsdowne.’
‘Oh, Marsdowne. Where all the trouble is.’ He handed her a cigarette, and saw her hands were trembling. So were his — with a suppressed rage. He lit the cigarette. ‘So of course he was exposed to radiation up there.’
‘I think he was, yes.’
‘And what about Mrs Springle? The mother? What about her?’
‘She never went to Marsdowne. Not the works, I mean. They sometimes stay up at Glennaverley, though.’
‘I see. And did you hear the wireless a few minutes ago? When they announced the fact that contaminated milk had been in circulation?’
‘The milk?’
‘Yes, Mrs Seff. The milk. Apparently at certain periods the milk at Glennaverley contained a significant concentration of caesium-137. And the effect of radio-caesium is to spread uniformly throughout the body and subject it to gamma rays. Naturally the uterus would take its fair share. In my opinion we should consider ourselves lucky that the infant has a whole body. Nevertheless, the blindness is tragic enough — the more so because it needn’t have happened. I only wish people would stop mucking about with things they don’t understand.’ His lips were a thin, straight line as he tipped his head back slightly in an unconsciously defiant posture. ‘Perhaps this might serve as a warning to your scientists. They’ve started something they can’t stop, so they’d better learn how to control it.’
Angela stood up a little unsteadily. This was one of the few occasions in her life when she had actually felt tired. ‘I think I understand how you feel, doctor,’ she said. ‘But whatever you may feel about scientists, it isn’t going to help Mrs Springle now, is it?’
The man relaxed a little. ‘I’m sorry. I just had to yell at someone. It was unfair and futile and probably proves I’m a very bad doctor.’
Angela said: ‘I understand.’ He was opening the door for her, but she paused at the threshold, adding: ‘You know, their love is something really special. And that baby means everything to them. I don’t know how they’re going to take this.’
They were in the passage-way now, and Angela could see Ed through the glass doors. The doctor turned the light out in the little office and shut the door, smiling at her. ‘Then you don’t need to worry,’ he said. ‘If there’s plenty of love, it will carry them through. You go away now and come back in the morning.’ He rested an arm on her shoulder… ‘Things won’t seem so bad when the sun comes up.’
* * *
‘You’ve had too much to drink!’ said the girl to Manson.
He tried to laugh, but it was a rough, ugly sound. ‘Is that bad?’
‘It’s not good. Not with your type.’
He tried to paw her, but she pushed his arm away. She was pretty drunk, too, but not drunk enough to want to be messed around by this ham-handed creature. ‘And what’s ‘my type’?’ he asked, persisting with his attentions and apparently unaware of her distaste for him. She didn’t answer the question, so he thought another drink might help. She took it gracelessly, in the manner in which it was offered.
Eventually she said: ‘Get a girl tight, and then try to take her home, I suppose. That the routine?’
‘Well, it might be rather fun.’
She looked at him in absolute amazement. ‘Rather fun? Is that what you think?’ She spoke with exaggerated precision. ‘Whom for? Me? You? Whom?’
Her contempt for him was bitterly humiliating. ‘What’s wrong with me’ he said. ‘Aren’t you girls here to be… taken home?’
‘What’s wrong with you?’ She laughed cynically, a staccato monosyllable. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with you! I just know I don’t want to go home with you.’ She took a swig at the drink. ‘Isn’t that plain enough? Or do you want to be psycho-thingimijigged?’ She stubbed out a cigarette that was liberally tipped with lipstick. Manson didn’t say whether he wanted to be psycho-thingimijigged or not, so she said: ‘If I were you, I’d go home and sleep it off.’ She added, not unkindly, ‘I don’t know why you’re doing this, but frankly you’re not very good at it. Thanks for the drink, anyway.’
Manson drove himself home, through deserted streets. He drove badly and drunkenly, but he didn’t hit anything. He drove across the bridge and down towards Kennington, where the trams used to go, and past the Marquess of Granby, where he took the right fork, skidding slightly on the wet road. And he drove towards Lewisham, up the hill and left into the familiar side street, and pulled up opposite the house he hated so much. A lorry came roaring down the hill, much too fast, with a great clattering and banging, but nothing else seemed alive, and there were no windows showing light in any of the houses.
Manson dragged himself out of the car and slammed the door, and that sound seemed very loud also. He found his keys and went up the steps and let himself in. He turned on the hall light, and went up the stairs he had never bothered to have carpeted because there was no one to carpet them for. And he went into the bedroom, which was a very lonely place. But it did contain a golf trophy, which stood, together with a few other personal items, on the bedside table. They included a photograph of his mother.
Manson sat down on the bed, and didn’t move for a while. Then he picked up the trophy, and examined it as if he had just received it and had never seen it before. He read the inscription and looked at the coat-of-arms above it. Then he turned the thing upside down and read the stamp that proved it was of sterling silver, and turned it the right way up again. After a while he replaced it, very carefully, on the table.
And then he broke down and cried like a baby, far into the night.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Several days later Gatt walked briskly into the office. He seemed rather distracted.
‘Morning, Kate. Can I go in?’
‘Yes, Mr Gatt. He’s expecting you.’
He nodded and entered the inner office, found that the conference table had gone and the desk was in the usual place. The fan was still there though. It wasn’t working.
Gatt came straight to the point. ‘Robert, what’s all this about you resigning? Is it true?’
Hargreaves seemed more relaxed than he had ever known him. ‘Yes, Arlen. It’s true.’
Gatt said angrily: ‘Well, I’ve never heard such rubbish in all my life. They won’t find a better person to run this outfit, you know that. You shouldn’t have done it.’
Sir Robert smiled at him. ‘Pot calling the kettle black!’
‘Don’t be damn silly. I had to resign. I was in charge of the original investigation, and I missed up on too many things. And if I hadn’t resigned, they probably would have fired me. But you—’
Hargreaves cut him off with a gesture. ‘It’s no good, Arlen. I’ve made up my mind.’
‘They’ll never accept it.’
‘Oh yes, they will.’ He stood up easily, walked to the window and looked down on Whitehall. ‘Don’t you see that it’s necessary?’ He pointed down to the street. ‘You see all those people? A few days ago some of them were very frightened. Some of them still are. You see, nothing makes people more afraid than the unknown thing that they can’t understand. They’ve got to feel that the man at the top is someone they can trust: Well, they won’t be able to trust me any more. I’m no good to them now. I’m not a scientist; a scientist has a right to make a mistake. But it’s my job to take the responsibility.’
‘What about Jack? Don’t say he’s quitting, too!’
‘Like you, he’s tried. But also like you, he hasn’t succeeded.’
‘I’m afraid I don’t follow, Robert.’
‘Well, it’s quite simple really. The Commission has refused to accept either his or your resignation.’
‘The Commission is off its head.’
‘No, Gatt.’ Hargreaves turned round and pushed the cigarette-box across the table. ‘Have a cigarette and sit down.’ The Director sat back in his own chair and looked very comfortable. He didn’t look at all like a man who had just been forced to resign from office. ‘The Commission acted upon my recommendation. It’s true that the structure of this organisation will be altered somewhat: you will be working in much closer collaboration with the Atomic Energy Authority. But I pointed out — and they entirely agree — that you and Seff are the best possible people to carry out the most important job this Department has had so far. It will take a long time, because of the radiation hazard. But it’s got to be done.’
‘You mean, stripping down Project 3?’ Gatt raised his eyebrows. ‘I suppose,’ he added, looking thoughtfully over Hargreaves’ shoulder, ‘you wouldn’t be wondering whether Jack pressed the shut-down button in time to get the control rods down, would you?’ He shifted his gaze back to the Director. ‘Well, Robert, it might interest you to know that I have had the output meter very carefully examined by the instrument makers. You know what they found? The needle had shot across the dial and hit the pin so violently that the mechanism was appreciably buckled. That pointer didn’t creep up the dial, Robert. It happened instantaneously. So Jack Seff told nothing less than the truth; he had no warning, and could not have acted any differently.’
Hargreaves was smiling at him, ‘I think you and Jack will work together much better now,’ he said. ‘However, I could have saved you the trouble of having that meter checked.’
‘You mean, you knew?’
‘Of course! If I hadn’t I would probably have been forced to accept Seff’s resignation.’
Hargreaves got up from his seat. ‘My dear Arlen, don’t look at me like that! I’m no genius — it’s merely that I look for the simple things. Don’t you see? It was the alarm bells. If they had started ringing before Ed had got back to the control-room with the supper, he would have heard them, and would have known that something had gone wrong. Yet the first he knew about it was when he dropped the tray — after he had entered the control-room.’ He didn’t give Gatt any time to comment on this. ‘By the way, did you see in the papers this morning about Newlands Steel?’
‘Yes, something about fraud, wasn’t it?’
Hargreaves scooped him up in his slipstream and they made for the door. ‘Yes. I don’t think they’ll be turning out any more sheet-metal for quite a while. And no doubt the police will find out where they got that piece of cobalt, and what happened to it.’
Gatt opened the door. ‘I wonder what Mike Ganin will think about that?’
For a moment the Director’s attention seemed to have strayed. He was looking rather absently round the office — at the little battery of telephones and the big window overlooking Whitehall. And the fan. Then slowly he turned his back on it all and ushered Gatt out of the room. ‘What? Oh, Mike. The funny part is, he’ll probably feel sorry for them.’
* * *
At nine o’clock that evening Great Tom began his customary hundred-and-one single chimes. Undergraduates hurried through the gate of Christ Church Tower, hastened on their way by the great bell immediately above their heads.
The sound echoed and re-echoed along the High, and along the darkening road and the grazing fields to the place they called ‘The Wall’.
A car stood outside number 14, and everyone in that district know it as the doctor’s car. And inside the house Dr Fuller stood talking to the Cartwrights. He stood in his most characteristic pose, with his weight forward. His very bald head reflected back the light from the television screen.
‘Yes, I’ll stay for the news, if I may,’ he said, ‘though I’m really on borrowed time. Should be at the hospital, you know. Still, I thought you would like to know that Maureen’s anaemia is not chronic.’
Julia’s voice was far from steady, but she was glad the lights were switched off so that at least she could conceal tears of profound relief. As she spoke she gripped John’s hand very tightly, and she knew she would always love him. She said: ‘I can hardly believe it. It seems like a sort of miracle!’
Fuller showed no emotion, but she knew he was not unmoved by it. ‘Once the caesium is out of her system, her blood count will gradually return to normal. We can’t do anything about the strontium, of course — that will remain in the bone. But I don’t personally think there is enough of it there to do any harm. The anaemia was purely a temporary condition brought on by the gamma rays distributed throughout her body. As I say, these will disperse. And I think the news is coming on now.’
John crossed over to the set and turned up the sound. The television announcer presented his usual meaningless smile to an audience of millions, and began the news bulletin by saying that all dangerous foods had now been withdrawn and that the public were safe once more. He quoted from a speech that the Prime Minister had made in the House earlier in the day.
‘Let this be a warning to us for all time,’ the Prime Minister had said. ‘We live in the most exciting age, perhaps, that there has ever been. We are on intimate terms with the forces of nature themselves. We can put the atom to work, and make it serve us in our daily life, fight for us when our survival is at stake.
‘But let us see to it that it doesn’t turn upon us in anger, attacking our very blood and bones because we have in ignorance done things we cannot undo. And when we harness the atom — as we are doing increasingly as part of the inevitable progress of civilisation — to make our electricity, drive our ships across the seas, and to keep the heart-beat of this nation strong and sound, let us be certain that we do not imperil ourselves by failing to respect the mighty forces we have called upon for help.’
* * *
General Sir Horace Tripling lowered The Times for a moment when Sophie turned off the set. He had been listening — as he always did — without having to look at the ingratiating face of the news-man.
‘When does Dick get out of hospital?’
‘Next week. The pilot won’t be out for another month though.’
‘What about the radiation? Do they reckon they had a bad dose?’
‘No, thank God. But Dick’s leg will be in plaster for a while.’ She smiled reminiscently. ‘He gets very cross about it.’
‘Huh. I would, too.’ He put a match to his pipe. ‘What’s he going to do? Is he staying with the Department?’
‘Yes. He’s staying on as Lord Amberton’s P.A.’
The Times went up again, and Sir Horace finished the conversation from behind it. ‘Well, I hope Lord Amberton absorbs all Dick’s nuclear energy until you two have got things settled. They may talk about mutations, but there’s one thing you can’t change.’
Her face caught the firelight as she smiled. ‘Who wants to?’ she said.
A great column of smoke rose from behind The Times and mushroomed out into a cloud.
Sophie went to the telephone and called a Radiocab.
‘Where will you want to go to, please?’ said the girl at the other end.
‘Bart’s Hospital,’ said Sophie.

GLOSSARY OF TECHNICAL TERMS

ALPHA RAYS. Positively charged panicles emitted from some radioactive matter. They originate from the nuclei of atoms, and each particle consists of two protons and two neutrons (i.e. helium nuclei). Can only penetrate matter to a depth of a few thousandths of an inch.
ANAEMIA. A disorder resulting from an insufficiency of certain blood cells that can be caused by radiation.
ARTIFICIAL NEUTRON SOURCE. An apparatus containing radium and beryllium. It is used for the purpose of emitting free neutrons. In a reactor it is this initial supply of neutrons that start it working.
ATOM. The smallest unit in which matter can exist permanently. Atoms seldom, however, exist in their isolated state, but combine to form molecules.
BACKGROUND COUNT. The count recorded on a geiger counter that originates from cosmic rays and other natural sources. It always exists, and life is adjusted to this small degree of radiation.
BETA RAYS. Negatively charged particles emitted from the nucleus of some radioactive substances. They are, in fact, high speed electrons. Can penetrate a thin sheer of cardboard.
CAESIUM-137. A radioactive isotope of caesium that emits gamma rays and beta particles. When eaten, spreads more or less uniformly throughout the body, and is eventually removed by sweating, etc.
CARBON DIOXIDE. A gas used in many reactors to cool them, and to transfer the resulting heat to the heat-exchangers whereby steam can be made. In this case the gas is known as the coolant.
CELL DIVISION. The process by which living cells multiply. The cells divide in half periodically, and thus rapidly increase their population. (See Genetic Effect.)
CHAIN REACTION A multiple fission process resulting from the fact that when a fissionable substance (such as uranium-235) is bombarded by neutrons, it emits at least two more neutrons which in turn bombard other atoms of the fissionable material.
COBALT-60. An isotope of cobalt with an atomic weight of 60 emitting gamma rays; also emits beta particles.
CONTROL ROD. A rod containing boron which can absorb neutrons and therefore slow down a chain reaction. If sufficient neutrons can be absorbed by a number of controls rods, the reactor will cease to function.
COOLANT. (See Carbon Dioxide.)
CRITICAL MASS. The minimum size of a reactor below which a chain reaction could not take place because there would be insufficient neutrons to go round.
DECAY. All radioactive matter decays at a certain rate and changes its nature thereby. The elements continue to decay until they reach a stable condition. For instance, uranium decays until it becomes lead. (See Half-life.)
DOSE RATE. The rate at which the ‘whole body’ of a human being or animal is irradiated. Expressed in this book in roentgens (per hour). The lethal dose in one single irradiation is anything upwards from 300 roentgens.
ELECTRON. A very small negatively charged particle. Normally electrons rotate round the nucleus of an atom. The electrons are spaced out in a series of one or more rings or ‘shells’. The number of electrons normally equals the number of protons within the nucleus, thus maintaining an electrical balance. If they do not, the atom is said to be ionised. (See Ionisation.)
ELECTROSCOPE. A simple apparatus which indicates an electrostatic charge on an object. Radiation discharges an electroscope.
ENRICHED URANIUM. Uranium containing a greater proportion of the isotope-235 than exists in nature.
FALL-OUT. Radioactive particles, originating from atomic bomb explosions, which descend to the earth from the atmosphere.
FISSION. The process of breaking up complex atoms into two or more lighter substances resulting from bombardment of the nucleus by neutrons.
FISSION PRODUCT The substances that result from the breaking up of a complex atom such as uranium. Fission products (for instance, iodine-131, strontium-90 and caesium-137) are highly radioactive.
FUEL CARTRIDGE. A rod of uranium contained within a magnesium tube. Also known as a slug or fuel rod. The fuel is the basic component of a reactor.
FUEL HOLES. The holes in the graphite block into which the fuel cartridges are inserted.
FUEL RODS. (See Fuel Cartridge.)
GAMMA RAYS. Electro-magnetic waves similar to X-rays, of high penetration, emitted in nature by some radioactive substances.
GEIGER COUNTER. An instrument capable of detecting radiation, may be calibrated in roentgens per hour or one of several other systems.
GENETIC EFFECT. The effect of radiation on future generations shown in the form of mutation.
HALF-LIFE. The length of time taken by a radioactive substance to reduce its level of radioactivity by half. (See Decay.)
HEAT-EXCHANGER. An apparatus wherein hot gases (or in some cases liquids) can be made to heat water without coming into contact with it so as to make steam.
IONISATION. Radiation tends to ionise atoms in its path. (See Electron.) Such ‘ions’ so formed tend to be chemically highly active. If the human body is irradiated, accordingly its chemistry will be changed. (See Radiation Sickness.)
IRRADIATION. The process of being subjected to radiation.
ISOTOPES. Atoms of one element, though identical chemically, may differ in their atomic weight, due to the difference in the number of neutrons contained in the nucleus. Natural uranium, for instance, exists as a mixture of uranium-235 and -238, indicating that there are three additional neutrons in the latter.
LEUKAEMIA. A disease of the blood cells sometimes caused by radiation.
LIFETIME DOSE. The safe dose calculated to be irradiated gradually over the entire working life of a human being.
MEGA-WATT. One million watts. The unit normally used to measure the heat output of a reactor as an expression of the equivalent amount of electric power that can theoretically be generated by it.
MODERATOR. When natural uranium is used in a reactor, it is necessary to bias the flow of neutrons in favour of the uranium-235 content (see Isotopes) as it is the -235 that is fissionable. This can be done by slowing down the neutrons, and the device used is called a moderator. When made of carbon, it is known as the ‘graphite block’.
MOLECULE. Atoms do not normally exist on their own as free atoms, but combine in groups of two or more. These groups are known as molecules.
MUTATION. The process of unnatural change in a life cell which causes disfigurement in the developed embryo. Mutation can only take place if the original cell is affected before division. (See Genetic Effect.)
NEUTRON. An uncharged particle of about the same weight as a proton which is highly penetrating when emitted. (See Chain Reaction.)
NUCLEUS. The core of an atom. The smallest possible nucleus (that of hydrogen) consists of one proton. The addition of further protons decides which element the atom comprises. The addition of neutrons does not change it into another substance, but merely makes it heavier. It is the nucleus of an atom which the flying neutron has to hit in order to cause fission.
PERIODIC TABLE. The table of elements set out in progression relative to the number of protons in the nuclei of their atoms. Thus hydrogen (1 proton) is No. 1 and uranium (92 protons) is No. 92. It is called ‘periodic’ because there is a tendency for elements of similar characteristics to fall at regular intervals throughout the table.
PILE. (See Reactor.)
PROTON. A positively charged particle normally within the nucleus of an atom.
RADIATION. The emitting rays of any or all ionising rays. It is usually taken to include neutrons as well, which indirectly cause ionisation through interaction with other substances in the path of the travelling neutron.
RADIATION SICKNESS. A disorder due to irradiation. It begins with vomiting and other symptoms. An inert period will follow before more dangerous effects become apparent.
REACTOR. An apparatus designed to permit a chain reaction that is capable of being controlled so as to produce continuous energy in the form of heat.
ROENTGEN. A unit used to measure radiation. It is named after the discoverer of X-rays. (See Dose Rate.)
SHIELDING. A thick layer of material (usually of concrete) placed round a reactor in order to prevent the irradiation of persons working near at hand. Sometimes called the biological shield. Water is also an effective shield.
STABLE. The state which matter is said to be in when it is not liable to change into something else.
STRONTIUM-90. A radioactive isotope of strontium that emits beta particles. When eaten, goes mostly to the bone and behaves chemically like calcium.
URANIUM (NATURAL). Natural uranium is used in most reactors and consists of 0.7 % U-235 and 99.3 % U-238. A chain reaction is made possible, using natural uranium, by slowing down free neutrons by means of a moderator so that more neutrons are absorbed by the U-235 rather than by the U-238.
URANIUM-235. An isotope of uranium which, when bombarded, releases more neutrons than it receives. The figure 235 denotes its atomic weight made up of 92 protons and 143 neutrons.
URANIUM-238. An isotope of uranium that when bombarded by neutrons breeds plutonium.
X-HOLES. The holes in the graphite block (moderator) into which the control rods are inserted.
X-RAYS. Artificially created electro-magnetic rays, identical with gamma rays but usually of longer wavelength.
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