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      Introduction

      
In the autumn of 1943 Eric Ambler was introduced to the Hollywood film director John Huston at a party in London. The ebullient
         Huston immediately took to the quieter, more modest Ambler and suggested he should come with him to Italy to help make a documentary
         about the Allied advance on Rome.
      

      
Ambler agreed and a couple of months later the two men found themselves in a jeep crossing a bridge near the small town of
         San Pietro. The bridge had been partially destroyed and now only two horizontal metal beams remained. Slowly, the jeep made
         its way over the metal beams. Halfway across, it stalled. It was at this point that the Germans started shelling them. Ambler’s
         reaction was to turn to their driver and say in a casual, measured voice, ‘Really, Lieutenant, this is most precarious.’
      

      
As Huston recalled later, ‘Eric Ambler was one of the coolest men I’ve ever seen under fire. Insouciant is the word for Eric.
         I’d look around when things started jumping and heaving under an artillery barrage, and Eric would be flicking dust off a
         boot.’
      

      
The typical Ambler hero also tends to be pretty cool under pressure. But like so much in Ambler’s world this is an illusion.
         Coolness is invariably just a shield for naivety. Trusting, absurdly confident in his own abilities, the Ambler hero stumbles
         blindly towards disaster. Only when he is hopelessly compromised do doubts start nibbling away at his composure. But by then,
         of course, it’s too late.
      

      
By the time Ambler wrote Cause for Alarm in 1937, he had effectively revolutionized the spy novel. There had been spy novels before Ambler – although surprisingly
         few. Almost without exception, though, they had been breathless tales of derring-do in which plucky  public-school Britishers gave unscrupulous foreigners well-deserved biffings, and then handed them out solemn lessons in
         fair play.
      

      
Only in the late 1920s with the appearance of Somerset Maugham’s Ashenden stories did a note of realism enter the mix. Maugham,
         who had worked for the British Secret Intelligence Service (the forerunner of MI6) during the Russian Revolution, had first-hand
         experience of the world he was writing about.
      

      
Ambler, who was much influenced by the Ashenden stories, took realism several steps further than Maugham. In an introduction
         he wrote to an anthology of spy stories, To Catch a Spy, published in 1964, Ambler wondered why the spy story took so long to make an appearance. The reason, he suspected, was that
         spies were fundamentally dubious people: ‘Admirable though he may be in terms of character and probity, the fact remains that
         in his professional capacity, the spy is ipso facto a liar and a thief.’
      

      
Such people, it had long been held, had no business in books. But far from disapproving of spies’ less admirable qualities,
         Ambler exulted in them. As well as offering the kind of moral territory that he wished to inhabit, the spy story also gave
         him the opportunity to do something radical. As he once wrote, ‘I looked around for something I could change and decided it
         was the thriller-espionage story. I decided to turn that upside down and make the heroes left wing and popular-front figures.’
      

      
For his favoured setting, he chose the same part of Europe – the Balkans – that had once been home to that mythical land inhabited
         by silly-asses in even sillier uniforms: Ruritania. The Victorian adventure novelist Anthony Hope had set The Prisoner of Zenda there, and his book had spawned a host of imitators. But Ambler’s Balkans could hardly have been more different. This was
         a place of moral and political fluidity where dark forces constantly sought to outmanouevre one another.
      

      
Always, Ambler sought to make his books both as realistic and as contemporary as possible. Indeed, so closely did he stick
         to contemporary events that sometimes he found his imagination preempting reality. Once, while staying in Marseilles, he passed
         the  time by idly planning an assassination from his hotel room. Just a few weeks later, he read in a newspaper that exactly the
         same spot had been chosen by a Croatian gunman to shoot King Alexander of Yugoslavia.
      

      
In Cause for Alarm, the hero, Nicholas Marlow, goes to Milan to work for an engineering company making shell cases. But once there Marlow finds
         himself being used as a pawn to destabilize the Berlin–Rome Axis. The axis had only been proclaimed by Hitler on 1 November
         1936 – just a few weeks before Ambler started writing the book. What is Marlow to do? Stuck in a foreign country amid the
         rumblings of imminent war, he is forced to jettison his cosy world-view as well as his ‘civilized values’, and survive on
         his wits.
      

      
One of the reasons that Ambler was so good at articulating the fears of lower-middle-class men who find themselves sandwiched
         between expediency and ideology was that he knew just what it felt like. From the start of his life, he too was beset by opposing
         forces.
      

      
Born in a small terraced house in Charlton, South-East London in 1909, both Ambler’s parents were music-hall artists. Throughout
         his upbringing and early adulthood, we can see him being tugged between respectability and nonconformity, between science
         and literature, and between Communism and Capitalism.
      

      
As a child, Ambler would help his parents run their puppet show. In his wonderfully titled autobiography, Here Lies Eric Ambler, he recalls his earliest memory: one day he opened his parents’s ottoman – a sofa with a hinged seat and a storage compartment
         beneath. Inside, he found ‘dozens of very small human hands and feet’. They were the hands and feet for his parents’ puppets.
      

      
It’s clear that Ambler, even as a small boy, had an eye for detail, and for the grotesque. Both of these were to find their
         way into his prose. Although his style is supremely economical and devoid of any signs of indulgence, every so often there
         will be sudden bursts of colour.
      

      
In Cause for Alarm, this can be seen most memorably in his description of the Nazi agent General Vagas. ‘He was a tall, heavy man  with sleek, thinning grey hair, a brown puffy complexion, and thick, tight lips. Fixed firmly in the flesh around his left
         eye was a rimless monocle without a cord to it.’
      

      
However, it’s what comes two pages later that makes General Vagas spring unforgettably to life. ‘Then I noticed with a shock
         that the patches of colour just below his cheekbones were rouge.’ Vagas would be a remarkable creation in any form of fiction
         – a sinister, perfectly plausible Nazi agent, who happens to wear make-up – but in the 1930s spy novel he was quite without
         precedent.
      

      
After training – like Marlow – as an engineer, Ambler went to work in an advertising agency before becoming a full-time writer.
         Although he was never a member of the Communist Party, he had strong pro-Soviet sympathies throughout the 1930s – right up
         to the Nazi–Soviet pact of 1939, the signing of which depressed him deeply.
      

      
In Cause for Alarm, Ambler gives us not just one freshly minted character in the shape of General Vagas, but another – namely, the sympathetic
         Soviet spy, Andreas Zaleshoff. No espionage writer had ever portrayed a Soviet agent in such a warm light before. While Ambler
         may not have shared all of Zaleshoff ’s views, as he says on several occasions in the book, ‘You could not help liking Zaleshoff.’
      

      
Cause for Alarm was written in a hotel in the Alpes-Maritimes. It was out of season, so the rooms were much cheaper. To his delight, Ambler
         found that he was the only guest. However, as it was winter it was also extremely cold. Ambler took to working in the hotel’s
         dining room where at least there was a stove.
      

      
But then the heating packed up altogether. He was given a hot brick to keep warm. The bricks were heated in the kitchen and
         wrapped in newspaper. With one brick on his knees and another under his feet, Ambler wrote away. He stayed at the hotel for
         three months and by the time he left the book was finished.
      

      
When Cause for Alarm was originally published in America, the whole of Chapter 17 – in which Marlow and Zaleshoff meet a wonderfully drawn Italian
         mathematician who has lost his mind – was omitted. One could argue that this chapter, in which one man’s  insanity is seen as symptomatic of the madness that’s engulfing Europe, is the moral crux of the whole book.
      

      
Typically, though, Ambler did not kick up a fuss. Besides, there were compensations: MGM paid him $3,000 dollars for the film
         rights. In Britain, Cause for Alarm was published in September 1938. But instead of pre-empting history, Ambler for once found himself overtaken by it. On 1
         October, a month after the book came out, Hitler invaded the Sudetenland. The rumblings of imminent war had just turned into
         a roar.
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      PROLOGUE

      Death in Milan

      
The man standing in the shadow of the doorway turned up the collar of his overcoat and stamped his numb feet gently on the
         damp stones.
      

      
In the distance he could hear the sound of a train pulling out of the Stazione Centrale, and wished he was riding in it, lounging
         back in a first-class compartment on his way to Palermo. Perhaps after this job was done he would be able to take a holiday
         in the sun. That was, of course, if They would let him. It never seemed to occur to Them that a man might like to go back
         to his home occasionally. Milan was no good. Too dry and dusty in the summer; in the winter these damnable fogs rolled in
         from the plains and rice-fields, damp and cold and bringing the smoke from the factories with them. It was getting misty already.
         In another hour you wouldn’t be able to see your hand in front of your face, let alone anything else. That meant that Buonometti
         and Orlano wouldn’t be able to see what they were doing. There would have to be another night of watching and waiting in the
         cold. He had no patience with it. If this Englishman had to be killed, let him be killed easily, quickly. A dark stretch of
         pavement, a knife under the ribs, a slight twist of the wrist to let the air inside the wound, and it was done. No fuss, no
         trouble, practically no noise. Whereas this…
      

      
His gaze travelled up the dark façade of the office building across the street to the single lighted window on the fourth
         floor. He shrugged resignedly and leaned against the wall. One hour or two, what difference did it make? What did They care
         if he got pneumonia?
      

      
Only once during the next twenty-five minutes did he move. The footsteps of a stray pedestrian echoing along this deserted
         business street caused him to shrink back into the shadow. But of a passing policeman he took no notice, and grinned to himself
         when the uniformed man seemed deliberately to avoid looking his way. That was one advantage in working for Them. You didn’t
         have to worry about the police. You were safe.
      

      
He straightened his back suddenly. The solitary light had gone out. He stretched his cramped muscles, adjusted the brim of
         his hat and walked quietly away towards the telephone booth at the end of the street. Two minutes later his work for the night
         was finished.
      

      
The door of the office building opened and two men came out. One of them turned to shut the door behind him. The other did
         not wait. With a muttered ‘arrivederci’ he crossed the road and disappeared in the direction of the station. The man who had shut the door turned and stood there
         watching him out of sight.
      

      
He was a stoutish, middle-aged man with rounded shoulders and a way of holding his arms slightly in front of his body, as
         though he were trying perpetually to squeeze through a very narrow opening. That posture had been his life. He had squeezed
         his way by, rigid yet without dignity; an ineffectual, apprehensive man who had fed his self-respect on dreams and always
         satisfied it.
      

      
He felt in his jacket pocket, lit a cigarette, rebuttoned his overcoat, and started to walk in the opposite direction. At
         the first corner he hesitated. On his right a little way down the main thoroughfare the words Caffè Faraglio in neon tubing
         glowed through the fog. His hesitation was only momentary. He turned right and crossed to the caffè.
      

      
He found a table near one of the heating stoves and ordered a caffè latte and a Strega. The spirit he drank at a gulp. Then he took an envelope from his pocket, dropped his hands below the level of the table
         top, and drew a thick roll of one-hundred-lire notes from it. He counted them carefully – there were twenty-five – and transferred
         them to a wallet. Then he drank his coffee, paid the waiter, and went.
      

      
The fog was thickening. Now it lay in patches so that at one moment he picked his way cautiously along the side of the pavement,
         while at the next he was able to step out briskly. A crowd pouring out of a cinema jostled him, and he turned down a side
         street to avoid them.
      

      
He was going in the direction of the Monte di Pietà quarter in which he lived. As, at last, he crossed the Corso Venezia to
         turn down the Via Monte Napoleone he saw a black saloon car drawn up by the kerb. But there were other cars about and he took
         no notice of it. It was not until he was threading his way through the network of streets behind the public gardens that he
         noticed that the car seemed to be following him. He could hear it whining along in low gear just behind him and see the yellow
         glare of its headlights through the fog. He walked on, telling himself that the driver had probably missed the way. Then it
         happened.
      

      
The fog had lifted for a few yards ahead. He stepped into the road to cut off a corner. A fraction of a second later the car
         accelerated violently. Jerking round quickly, he saw it swing over towards him. The headlights grew suddenly larger, blinding
         him. He shouted and tried to jump clear. The next moment the car hit him.
      

      
He felt a terrible pain shoot through his legs up to his waist and a second shock as he hit the ground. For a moment he lay
         still. He was dimly aware that he was lying across the kerb. He tried to raise himself. Then the pain surged up to his chest
         and there was a thin, high singing noise in his head. He knew that he was losing consciousness and he put up a hand to grasp
         the wallet in his pocket. It was his last conscious movement.
      

      
The car had stopped several yards farther on. A man got out of the seat next to the driver, walked back and, bending down,
         thumbed back one of the injured man’s eyelids. Then he returned to the car.
      

      
‘Sta bene?’ said the driver.
      

      
‘No. He is still alive. Go back and make certain.’

      
The driver shifted the gear into reverse, peered through the rear window and the car moved back to the corner.

      
‘Now!’ said the man beside him.

      
The car jerked forward. The wheels bumped twice and came to rest against the kerb. The man in front got out again and again
         walked back. When he returned to the car he was wiping his fingers on his handkerchief.
      

      
‘Sta bene?’ said the driver.
      

      
‘Bene.’ He got back into his seat and slammed the door. ‘As soon as we have reported to headquarters’, he said as the car moved
         slowly across the tramlines along the main road, ‘I shall drink half a bottle of cognac. This fog gets on to my chest.’
      

      
It was twenty minutes before a child ran screaming to its mother that there was a man lying bleeding in the street.

   
      
      1

      First Causes

      
Nearly ten weeks of this year, 1937, I spent in Italy. It is about those ten weeks that I want to tell you. I must tell you
         why I went there, and why, and more especially how, I left.
      

      
I said that I ‘must’ tell you. That ‘must’ needs explanation. I do not feel so very apologetic about what I did; but I certainly
         do not feel proud of it. You will probably decide that I behaved very stupidly, and that for what happened to me I had no
         one to blame but myself. If you do decide that, then I can only agree with you. But my agreement will be politely insincere.
         I shall feel like asking you what the devil you would have done in my place. I am not, you perceive, an even-tempered person. I am perfectly well aware that, even though
         I am telling the story, I do not cut a very heroic figure in it; and no man likes to be reminded that he is a nitwit. I would
         never have attempted to put this down on paper but for one thing: I wished to place on record the facts about Professor Beronelli,
         late of the University of Bologna.
      

      
Now, I could have given you those facts as Simona, his daughter, gave them to Zaleshoff and me on the night before we crossed
         the Yugoslav frontier. But by themselves they were insufficient. Nakedly, like that, they would not express the tragedy of
         the man. You could not condense the Oedipus of Sophocles to a newspaper paragraph and lose nothing of it in the process. I
         knew that I had to tell the whole story of that evening. And then there was nothing for it but to explain how I came to be
         there. I began to see the story of Beronelli as the climax to the other story, my own story, the story which I had promised
         Zaleshoff I would never tell.
      

      
I took the problem to Claire. I had had to give some sort of an explanation, and she already knew a little of what had happened.
         I guessed that she wanted badly to know a good deal more. I was right.
      

      
If, she argued carefully, I disguised the names of the places and the people, including myself, so that nobody could possibly
         recognize them, I could not, strictly speaking, be said to be telling the story. ‘Besides,’ she added with a far-away look,
         ‘if this man Zaleshoff is a spy, he probably doesn’t read spy stories.’
      

      
I was shocked and said so. ‘I’ve never heard such an outrageous sophistry in my life before. Besides, who said that it was
         a spy story? It isn’t.’
      

      
She examined me thoughtfully for a moment. ‘You know, my pet,’ she said at last, ‘I think I’m very lucky. It’s not every woman
         who has both a humbug and a really poor liar for a husband.’
      

      
And so, here is the story.

      
One thing is certain. I would not even have considered the job if I had not been desperate.

      
Early in January the Barnton Heath Engineering Company decided to close down the greater part of its works.

      
It was the day after I had asked Claire to marry me that the first blow fell. I had walked into my office that morning feeling
         very pleased with life. Not that, strictly speaking, I had any cause to feel pleased. She had promised to ‘think about it
         carefully’ and let me know. Still, I felt pleased. A girl like Claire would, I assured myself, have made up her mind immediately
         if she were going to refuse. She is very beautiful and very intelligent.
      

      
Towards lunchtime I was going over a batch of costs with my assistant when I received a message from the head office in London
         saying that Herrington, the General Manager, would like to see me that afternoon. Summonses from Herrington were rare. Wondering
         what it was all about and irritated at having to interrupt my work, I caught the two-forty-five at Barnton Station. At half
         past three I saw Herrington. At four o’clock I was walking slowly down Queen  Victoria Street with a letter in my pocket informing me that ‘owing to circumstances beyond the control of the Board’ my
         services had to be dispensed with.
      

      
Herrington’s carefully chosen words of regret still lingered in my ears.

      
‘Damned unfortunate, Marlow, but there it is. The Barnton Heath works just aren’t paying. Nothing to do with you, of course.
         Labour’s too expensive so near London. Felstead has warned us that he can’t renew his contract at our price, and things are
         too shaky at the moment for us to risk keeping your show going. Question of cutting our losses. Hard lines on you, of course.
         And hard lines on us, too. Good production engineers don’t grow on trees. You won’t have any difficulty in getting fixed up.
         If there’s anything I can do, let me know.’
      

      
So that was that. I had a month in which to find another job. And ‘things were shaky at the moment’. Production engineers
         might not grow on trees; but then nor did jobs. ‘Trade recession’ they called it in the newspapers. As far as I could see
         there wasn’t a great deal of difference between a trade recession and a good old-fashioned slump. ‘If there’s anything I can
         do, let me know.’ Well, yes, there was something he could do. He could find me another job. But probably he hadn’t meant quite that. Nice chap, Herrington, but
         a little too charming. Dammit, no! That was humbug. He wasn’t a nice chap. I’d always loathed him like poison and he’d detested
         me. He’d probably been quite pleased to get rid of me. He’d never quite forgiven me for making him look a fool over the original
         Felstead estimates. Still, there it was. No use getting sorry for myself. I knew plenty of people who might put me on to something
         good. I might even get something better. No need to panic, anyway. Plenty of time. I’d telephone Dowsett in the morning and
         see if he knew of anything going. There were the men to be thought of, too. They were Hallett’s responsibility, of course,
         and he would do his best for them; but it would be devilish for some of them, all the same. The girls would quickly be absorbed
         by neighbouring factories. Girl labour was at a premium in the Barnton district. The skilled men would not have  much trouble either: those munitions people two miles away would jump at them. It was the rest, the unskilled, the clerks
         and storekeepers with wives and families, who would suffer. I ought to be thanking my stars.
      

      
When I got back to the works I went straight to Hallett.

      
‘You’ve heard the news, of course,’ I said.

      
He sniffed. ‘Yes. Herrington wanted me to break it to you, but I told him to do his own dirty work. He actually had the nerve
         to suggest to me, too, that we kept quiet about it so far as the works were concerned until three days before we shut down.
         There’s the tail end of the Felstead contract to complete, and I suppose he’s afraid of the production figures falling off
         over the month. I told him to go and boil himself. Quite apart from the fact that a good many of them ought to do some quick
         saving if they can, the girls in the turret shop are organizing a social club. Their foreman tells me they’re going to ask
         me to be the president. I shouldn’t be able to look at myself in a glass, if knowing what I do, I let them go on with it.’
      

      
I nodded. ‘You’re right. I was thinking of that side of it while I was coming down. You and I are about the only people sitting
         pretty over this business.’
      

      
He looked at me curiously. ‘You think so? I hope you’re right, Marlow. Personally, I’ve got a wife, three kids, and a house
         on mortgage to think about. My idea is that the only people who are sitting pretty, as you put it, are Herrington, his plump-backed
         Board, and the dear shareholders. Did you see the last balance-sheet?’
      

      
‘No.’

      
‘It was a sight for sore eyes. The Forces of Fat, Marlow, move in strange and mysterious ways. Who are we, the mugs who do the job, to question their wisdom? All the same, I do question it. But, then, I’m a Socialist.’
      

      
I left him composing a round-robin to the foremen. Not till then did I remember that I was meeting Claire at seven o’clock.

      
I broke the news over the soup.

      
She was wearing a new hat – a fact upon which I had been careful  to comment – but it was not the sort of hat behind which she could hide while she thought of something to say. She looked
         as though she wished it had been.
      

      
‘That’s bad, Nicky,’ she said. Her voice was quite steady. She paused and then added: ‘I hope that you’re not going to let
         it interfere with the wedding.’
      

      
We were eating in a Chinese place, and I have heard that the Chinese are a very difficult race to astonish; but I seem to
         remember seeing the cook, a Cantonese with a figure like a water butt, goggling incredulously at us through the service door.
         By the time I had returned to my side of the table, the entire restaurant was buzzing with comment. There was some giggling.
         We got on with our food.
      

      
‘And now’, said Claire some minutes later, ‘that that is settled, what are you going to do about keeping me?’

      
A wave of remorse swept over me. ‘Look here,’ I urged weakly. ‘This is all wrong. We shouldn’t be talking about marriage at
         this time. Things are pretty bad at the moment. It may be months before I can get the job I want. That’s all right as far
         as it goes. The bank will stay friendly for a bit. But I wouldn’t like to make any statement about my prospects. What will
         your father say?’
      

      
‘He’ll say exactly what I tell him to say.’

      
‘But…’

      
‘Listen, Nicky.’ She wagged her chopsticks at me. ‘You’re thirty-five, five foot ten in your socks, and handsome to boot.
         More important, you’re a very clever engineer. Hallett told me so that night we had dinner with him and his wife. Why shouldn’t
         you get a good job? Things may be slow just now, but not for first-rate men. Don’t be so silly.’
      

      
She succeeded, almost, in convincing me. At all events, for the rest of that evening we forgot about such things as money.
         To be more precise, we went to a cinema, sat in the back row, and held hands. The film, I remember, was very bad. We enjoyed
         it enormously and took a taxi to her home. Her father gave me a whisky and soda and asked me what I thought of the foreign
         situation in  general with particular reference to the prospects of the Rome– Berlin axis breaking over the Austrian question. I forget
         what I replied. After a bit he looked at us over his glasses, like the father in a domestic comedy, smirked, and trotted off
         to bed. I went home finally by an all-night tram. I was in excellent spirits. I hummed a tune to myself. She was right, bless
         her heart. I knew my job. I should be all right. It was the man without qualifications who suffered when trade ‘receded’.
      

      
But I was wrong.

      
It took me about two and a half months to find out just how wrong: two and a half months of raised hopes and disappointments,
         of fruitless interviews and abortive correspondence. Towards the end of my last week at Barnton, I was offered a job at two-thirds
         the salary I had been getting and turned it down. Six weeks later I would have given my left arm for the chance; but it was
         too late. I knew that Hallett had thought me a fool and, when he carefully refrained from saying ‘I told you so’, it didn’t
         improve matters. He himself had accepted an offer at fifty per cent less than Barnton had paid and seemed relieved. I began
         to get worried and, I am afraid, irritable.
      

      
Claire was amazingly good about it all; but I was in a mood to imagine things, and began to suspect that she was losing confidence
         in me. Foolish of me, no doubt. She, too, was worried; but not as much by my difficulties as by the effect they were having
         on me. The plain truth is that I was rapidly losing confidence in myself. Then we had a slight quarrel. In itself it was trivial,
         but other circumstances were to render it important.
      

      
We were sitting, rather gloomily, over tea. It was a Tuesday afternoon, and she had left her office for an hour to hear the
         result of an interview with a Birmingham man who was in London for the day. The result was negative. The man from Birmingham
         had been very pleasant and had given me introductions to two firms from both of which I had already drawn blanks. She heard
         the news in silence.
      

      
‘Well,’ I added bitterly, ‘when do we get married?’

      
‘Don’t be a fool, Nicky.’ She paused. ‘Anyway, I don’t see why all this should interfere with our plans. Just because things
         are a bit tiresome at the moment, there’s no reason why we shouldn’t go ahead.’ She paused again. ‘After all,’ she went on
         lightly, ‘I’ve got a perfectly good job and they talk about giving me more money soon.’
      

      
‘That’s very nice, darling,’ I snapped. ‘And what am I supposed to do? Sit in the furnished bed-sitting-room and darn your
         stockings?’
      

      
It was rude and unpleasant enough, but it was only the beginning. I said a lot of things I didn’t mean; pompous things about
         a man having a certain substratum of self-respect to consider and the ignominy of living on a wife’s earnings, none of which
         bore the slightest relation to what she had meant.
      

      
She sat tight-lipped and silent until I had finished. Then she said: ‘I didn’t think you could be such an ass.’ With that
         she got up and walked out of the shop.
      

      
Of course, we made it up that evening. But there was a reservation about the reconciliation of which we were both conscious.
         When I left that night, she put on her coat and walked with me a little way.
      

      
‘You know, Nicky,’ she said after a while, ‘you’ve done a terrible lot of apologizing tonight. I feel rather bad about it.
         I know very well it’s all my fault really. If I’d had a grain of imagination I’d have known that you’d got enough to worry
         about without having a confounded nitwit of a girl talking marriage at you to make it worse.’
      

      
I stopped dead in my tracks. ‘What on earth are you getting at, Claire?’

      
‘Go on walking, darling, and I’ll tell you.’ We went on. ‘You remember that engineering paper you left in the hall the other
         night?’
      

      
‘Yes, what about it?’

      
‘I had a look through it, Nicky. You’d marked an advertisement in the Appointments Vacant Section. Do you remember it?’

      
‘Yes, vaguely.’

      
‘Well… ?’

      
I spluttered. ‘Now look, you’re not suggesting… ?’

      
‘Why not? It fits your qualifications exactly. It might have been designed specially for you.’ And then, as I began to expostulate
         once more: ‘No, listen, Nicky. It would do you good.’
      

      
I halted again. ‘Now you listen to me, sweet. There are some things which are fantastic and absurd, and this is one of them.’
      

      
‘All right, but here’ – she produced a piece of paper from her bag and thrust it into a pocket of my overcoat – ‘I tore it
         out in case you might want to change your mind. Good night darling.’
      

      
When at last I continued my walk to the station, I had completely forgotten about the piece of paper.

      
A week went by. Those seven days were the most depressing I have ever spent. For the first six of them nothing at all happened.
         Then, on the morning of the seventh, I received a letter from a famous engineering firm in answer to an application of mine
         in reply to an advertisement for a works manager in one of their smaller factories. I was to call at their offices at three
         o’clock that day.
      

      
At three o’clock I was there. With me in the reception room were two other men. Both were middle-aged. Both, I guessed, were
         there on the same business as I was. I was right.
      

      
I was the last to be seen by the director. He greeted me with an air of patient amiability.

      
‘Oh yes’ – he glanced at my letter lying on the spotless blotting-pad in front of him – ‘Mr Marlow, isn’t it? Yes, yes. Now,
         I asked you to call for a special reason. Quite frankly we consider you a little too young for consideration in connexion
         with the post under discussion at the moment.’ He primped his moustache wearily. I waited. ‘However,’ he went on, ‘we could use a young, unmarried man with your qualifications in connexion with an important contract we have just secured. Mind you,
         I’m not making you a definite offer. If you’re interested we’ll discuss it further. The salary, naturally, is not very large.
         You probably know how bad things are at the moment, eh?  And, of course, it would mean signing on for four years. Still, I don’t suppose that would worry a young man like you. It’s
         a great place, Bolivia, a great…’
      

      
I interrupted the flow. ‘Where did you say?’

      
He looked surprised. ‘Bolivia. The Chaco war’, he went on confidently, ‘showed them the need for relying upon their own resources
         in time of war. It is a question of establishing two factories and putting them on an economical production basis. The experience
         alone…’
      

      
But I had risen. I could feel that I had become very red in the face. ‘Thank you very much,’ I said curtly. ‘I am afraid,
         however, that my time is valuable this afternoon. I must apologize for wasting yours. I feel sure that you will find the man
         you want quite easily.’
      

      
He stared at me for a moment, then shrugged. ‘Naturally. Good afternoon. Pull the door to behind you as you go, will you?’

      
Outside, I bought an evening paper, crossed to a tea-shop, and ordered a cup of tea. Then I noticed that, seated at the next
         table, was one of the men I had seen in the reception room. On a sudden impulse, I learned across to him.
      

      
‘Excuse me, sir. I hope you’ll forgive my asking; but, as a matter of interest, do you mind telling me if you have just been
         offered a post in South America?’
      

      
He looked startled. He was a grey-haired man with a heavy, intelligent face, and large, capable hands. He examined me suspiciously.
         Then he grinned.
      

      
‘So they tried that on you too, did they? Well, I don’t mind telling you. He did offer me a job in South America – at five
         quid a week. Said I was too old for the job advertised. Bolivia and five quid a week! Me! I told him what he could do with
         it. I don’t think he liked it much.’
      

      
‘I suppose, then, that the other man got the real job.’

      
‘Real job?’ He looked at me derisively. ‘There isn’t any real job, my friend. That’s just a way of getting good men cheap.
         I’ve seen that game before. They cut their prices to compete with the Yanks.  Then they have to make their precious profit. I might have fallen for it, but luckily I’ve got a job of sorts, selling small
         tools.’ He indicated an attaché-case on the chair beside him. ‘Cheap Jap stuff.’
      

      
I offered him a cigarette. We went on talking. Bit by bit I learned something of his career; and, as I listened to the quiet,
         almost casual account of the work he had done, I knew that here was a man beside whose qualifications and experience mine
         were second-rate. This man knew his job supremely well. Other things being equal, no management with any sense would have
         hesitated to choose him in preference to me. And yet, here he was selling small tools, ‘Cheap Jap stuff ’. When I asked him
         how business was, he smiled.
      

      
‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ he said ruefully; ‘I’m not much good as a traveller. It’s a very difficult thing to be good
         at. I’ve no patience, very little tact, and I’m always getting people’s backs up by showing them how they ought to run their
         businesses. Besides, I can’t help telling them just how bad my stuff is. I’m trying to improve, but it’s tough going.’ He
         called for his bill. ‘It’s time I was off. Glad to have met you.’
      

      
When he had gone I tried to read my evening paper. Herr Hitler had reaffirmed the principle of the Rome–Berlin collaboration.
         Signor Mussolini had made another speech from the balcony of the Palazzo di Venezia. The chairman of an armaments combine
         had announced that profits for the previous year had proved extremely satisfactory and had expressed confidence in the future
         of the company. Another Balkan state had gone Fascist. A Croat living in the Paris suburbs had dismembered his mistress’s
         body with a hatchet. A banker had welcomed improved prospects for foreign lending. There were two pictures on the front page:
         one of two grinning and embarrassed soldiers riding on a new type of tank, the other of a famous statesman, looking like an
         apprehensive vulture, with a fishing-rod in one hand and a very small fish in the other. On page four was an article entitled:
         ‘In thy  strength, O Britain…’ by an ex-naval officer, who, I happened to know, was also a director of a naval construction yard.
      

      
I put the paper down, finished my tea, and felt in my pocket for a match to light a cigarette. My fingers encountered the
         piece of paper. I drew it out, smoothed it on the table and read the advertisement through again very carefully.
      

      
         
REQUIRED by Midland firm. Thoroughly experienced production engineer to take charge of Continental office. Must speak fluent Italian
            and have had experience of high-production practice. Language qualification essential. Generous salary and commission to right
            man. Excellent prospects. Apply, stating age, experience (in detail), and when available, to Box 536x.
         

      

      
I don’t know what had possessed me to mark it. Maybe it was the bit about the Italian that had struck me as odd. After my
         parents had died I had shared a room with an Italian fellow-student who had taught me his language in exchange for mine. It
         had all been part of a plan to spend our summer vacation walking south from Naples. The plan had never matured. We had quarrelled
         a week before we had been due to start. But my Italian had remained, nourished by an occasional novel from Hachette’s and,
         lately, vague ideas about a honeymoon in Rome.
      

      
I put the paper back in my pocket. It was out of the question, of course. Absurd. Claire, bless her heart, was talking nonsense.

      
But the fact that I put the paper back in my pocket instead of throwing it away was, I think, significant. Almost without
         my knowing it, the seed of the idea was swelling in my mind. That evening when I arrived at my flat, the seed sprouted. There
         were two letters for me. Both had the word ‘regret’ in the first line.
      

      
I had a bath, changed my clothes, sat down by the fire, and lit a cigarette. For ten minutes I remained there, thinking. Then
         I got up. There was, after all, no harm in writing. It would probably come to nothing anyway. Besides, even if I were offered
         the job, I could always change my mind.
      

      
‘By the way,’ I remarked casually later that evening; ‘just as a matter of interest, I’ve written for that Italian job. I
         wouldn’t take it, naturally, but there’s no harm in seeing what it’s all about.’
      

      
‘I thought you’d be sensible, darling,’ said Claire.

   
      
      2

      Spartacus

      
Four days later I received a letter from The Spartacus Machine Tool Company Limited, of Wolverhampton. It was signed by a
         Mr Alfred Pelcher, the Managing Director, and requested me to call upon him at Wolverhampton the following day. ‘Should’,
         the letter concluded, ‘our meeting not produce any result to our mutual advantage, we shall be pleased to refund to you the
         travelling expenses from London.’
      

      
That sounded fair enough. The following day I walked out of Wolverhampton station and asked to be directed to the Spartacus
         Works. After a bus ride and a ten-minute walk, I came to them, a dingy, sprawling collection of buildings at the end of a
         long and very muddy road. The view did nothing to raise my drooping spirits. Neither did my reception.
      

      
As I approached, a decrepit-looking gate-keeper appeared out of a wooden office and asked my business.

      
‘I want to see Mr Pelcher.’

      
He sucked his teeth and shook his head firmly. ‘No travellers seen except on Tuesdays and Thursdays. It’s a waste of time
         to try other days.’
      

      
‘I’m not a traveller. I have an appointment with Mr Pelcher.’

      
He bridled. ‘Why didn’t you say so? I’ve got my job to do. I can’t be expected to know everything. Here’ – he grasped my arm
         – ‘over there and up the stairs.’ He indicated a flight of steel stairs set against the side of a black brick building on
         the opposite side of the yard and retired, muttering, to his office.
      

      
I thanked him, clanked up the stairs, and pushed open a door  marked ‘SALES OFFICE AND INQUIRIES. Please walk in’. Beyond it was a small frosted glass window, labelled ‘Knock’. I knocked. The window slid open with a crash and a fat, pale
         youth with the beginnings of a moustache peered through at me.
      

      
‘I want to see Mr Pelcher.’

      
‘Reps., Tuesdays and Thursdays,’ said the youth severely. ‘There’s a notice at the gate. I don’t know what some of you chaps
         are coming to. It’s a waste of your time and mine. You can’t see him now.’
      

      
‘I have an appointment.’

      
He shrugged. ‘Name?’

      
‘Marlow.’

      
‘O.K.’

      
The window slammed again and I heard him asking over a telephone for Mrs Moshowitz. Then: ‘Is that Mrs Mo? This is your little
         Ernest speaking from the Sales office.’ There was a pause. ‘Now, now! Naughty, naughty,’ he went on playfully. He lapsed suddenly
         into the lingua franca of the gangster film. ‘Listen, sister. There’s a guy here named Marlow. He claims he has an appointment
         with the Big Boy. Shall I let him have it in the stomach or will the Big Boy give him the works himself ?’ Another pause.
         ‘All right, all right, keep your stays on.’ He slammed down the telephone, reappeared at the door, and announced that he would himself take
         me across to Mr Alfred’s office.
      

      
We descended the stairway, turned to the right along an alleyway littered with rusty scrap, and climbed up another flight
         of stairs to a door with a Wet Paint notice hanging on the handle. My escort kicked the door open with his heel and informed
         the elderly and harassed-looking Jewess who glared at him indignantly across a sea of blue-prints that I was the man for Mr
         Alfred.
      

      
This I was beginning to doubt. What I had so far seen of the Spartacus Machine Tool Company had impressed me so little that
         I was within an ace of leaving then and there, without seeing its Managing Director or troubling about my travelling expenses.
         But it was too late to think about that now. I was being shown into Mr Alfred’s room.
      

      
It was large and very untidy. Stack upon stack of dusty files and tattered blue-prints formed a sort of dado round the green
         distempered wall, the upper part of which was decorated with many framed catalogue illustrations of machines and two yellowing
         gold-medal award certificates from Continental trade exhibitions. A coal fire smoked below a mantelpiece groaning under a
         pile of technical reference books, an Almanach de Gotha, a bronze Krishna mounted on a teak plinth, and a partly concealed copy of Etiquette for Men. In one corner was a bag of golf-clubs. In the centre of the room, behind an enormous table strewn with labelled machine
         parts, correspondence trays, wooden golf tees, engineering trade papers, and boxes of various sorts of paper clips, sat Mr
         Alfred Pelcher himself.
      

      
He was a small, bald, cheerful man of about fifty with rimless, bifocal spectacles and a soft, soothing manner which suggested
         that he had judged you to be in a very bad temper and was determined to coax you out of it. His dress – clearly the product
         of a compromise between the demands of a morning in the office and an afternoon’s golf – consisted of a black lounge-suit
         jacket, a brown cardigan, and a pair of grey flannel trousers. He had a habit of wrenching desperately at his collar as if
         it were choking him.
      

      
When I entered the room he was fiddling with the cursor of a two-foot slide-rule and transferring the results of his calculations
         to the margin of a copy of The Times Trade and Engineering Supplement. Without looking at me he waved the slide-rule in the air to indicate that he was nearly finished. A moment or two later
         he dropped the slide-rule, sprang to his feet, and shook me warmly by the hand.
      

      
‘How very good of you to come all this way to see us.’ He pressed me into a chair. ‘Do sit down. Now let me see, it’s Mr Marlow,
         isn’t it? Splendid.’ He waved a deprecatory hand at his marginal calculations. ‘Just a little problem in mechanics, Mr Marlow.
         I’ve been trying to work out approximately how many foot-pounds of energy an eighteen handicap man saves on an average round
         by having a caddy to carry his clubs for him. It’s a tremendous figure.’ He chuckled. ‘Do you play golf, Mr Marlow?’
      

      
‘Unfortunately, no.’

      
‘A great game. The greatest of all games.’ He beamed at me. ‘Well, well now. To business, eh? We wrote to you, didn’t we?
         Yes, of course.’ He relapsed into his chair again and stared at me through the lower half of his spectacles for fully thirty
         seconds. Then he leaned forward across the table. ‘Se non è in grado’, he said deliberately, ‘di accettare questa mia proposta, me lo dica francamente. Non me l’avrò a male.’
      

      
I was a little taken aback, but I replied suitably: ‘Prima prendere una decisione vorrei sapere sua proposta, Signore.’
      

      
His eyebrows went up. He snapped his fingers delightedly. He lifted the slide-rule, banged it down on the table, and sat back
         again.
      

      
‘Mr Marlow,’ he said solemnly, ‘you are the first person to answer our advertisement who has read it carefully. I have seen
         six gentlemen before you. Three of them could speak tourist French and insisted that most Italians would understand it. One
         had been in Ceylon and had a smattering of Tamil. He declared, by the way, that if you shouted loud enough in English anyone
         would know what you were driving at. Of the other two, one spoke fluent German, while the last had been on a cruise and spent
         a day in Naples. You are the first to see us who can speak Italian.’ He paused. Then a sudden expression of alarm clouded
         his features. He looked like a child who is about to be hurt. ‘You are an engineer, aren’t you, Mr Marlow?’ He plucked anxiously at his collar. ‘You are not, by any chance, an electrician or a
         chemist or a wireless expert?’
      

      
I summarized my qualifications briefly and was about to refer him for greater detail to the letter I had written when I saw
         that my letter was on the table in front of him and that he was nodding happily over it while I talked. Mr Pelcher was evidently
         not quite so ingenuous as he appeared.
      

      
When I had finished, he slid the letter discreetly under his blotter and emitted a loud sigh of relief. ‘Then that’s all right. I feel that we understand one another, Mr Marlow. Now tell me’  – he looked like a small boy asking a riddle – ‘have you had any sales experience?’
      

      
‘None at all.’

      
He looked crestfallen. ‘I was afraid not. However, we can’t have everything. A good engineer who can speak Italian with reasonable
         accuracy is something you don’t find every day. Excuse me one moment.’ He lifted the telephone. ‘Hallo, Jenny, my dear, please
         ask Mr Fitch if he would mind stepping to my office for a moment.’ He put the telephone down and turned to me again. ‘Mr Fitch
         is our export manager. A very nice fellow, with two bonny children, a boy and a girl. His wife, poor soul, is dead. I think
         you will like him.’
      

      
‘I wonder’, I said, ‘if you would mind giving me some idea of what the post involves, Mr Pelcher?’

      
He clasped his forehead. ‘Good heavens, of course. I thought I’d told you. You see, Mr Marlow’ – he clutched at his collar
         – ‘we are not a very big concern. We specialize in one particular class of machine. You probably know that.’ I didn’t but
         I nodded. ‘We have’, he continued, ‘a slogan. “There is a Spartacus machine for every high-production boring job.” It is,
         within limits, a comprehensive description of our activities. Actually, however, we have been concentrating more and more
         during the past year or so on high-speed automatic machines for shell production. About a third of our shop space is at present
         given over to that work. It was started more or less as a side-line. I had some ideas on the subject of that type of machine.
         We worked them out. They were successful. We secured world patent rights on the design of the Spartacus Type S2 automatic.
         Incidentally, the word Spartacus was my idea originally. It’s good, don’t you think – Spartacus the slave – neat. However,
         to return to the S2. We hold world patent rights, and I must say they’ve proved very valuable to us. We have licensed some
         of our American friends to manufacture; but we retained the European market for ourselves. I think we were wise. The Germans
         have produced a machine to compete with the S2, but it’s no better than ours, and we have had a good start. Business with
         the Continent has been  really brisk. The Italians, in particular, took to the S2 immediately. The ordnance department of the Italian Admiralty were
         very interested. Firms installing our machines were able to reduce their costs quite phenomenally. We have, of course, been
         approached by British concerns, but frankly we have been kept so busy with export business that we haven’t bothered so far
         to cultivate the home market. The Italians have been so very helpful, too, in arranging the financial details. As a rule,
         you know, it’s quite difficult to get money out of Italy in these days. In our special case they pay with drafts on New York.
         You see, they need the machines. Very friendly of them. About a year ago we decided that it would pay us to open an Italian
         office. I couldn’t spare the time to keep on running over there all the time. Milan is, as you may know, the centre of things
         from our point of view. We got hold of a very good man for the job. You may have heard of his sad death. Ferning was the name.’
      

      
‘I can’t say that I know of him.’

      
‘No? It was mentioned in the trade papers. But perhaps a man of your age doesn’t read the obituary notices.’ He chuckled and
         pulled so violently at his collar that I thought the stud would snap. He became serious again. ‘Poor Ferning! A nervous, sensitive
         sort of fellow I always thought. But then you can’t always judge by appearances. He made an amazingly good thing of the Milan
         office. With an order we got from Turkey, we’ve sold practically the whole of our present output of S2 automatics for the
         next two years. It’s a nice machine. Naturally, that is only on our present production basis. We’re putting up a new shop,
         and as soon as that is going we shall be in a position to accept all the orders we can get. Bad luck about Ferning. The poor
         chap was run over a few weeks back. A very sad affair. As far as we can gather it was foggy and he was walking home when it
         happened. Killed outright, fortunately. The driver of the car, whoever it was, didn’t stop. Probably didn’t even know he’d
         hit anybody in the fog. They’re sometimes pretty thick in Milan, you know. Unmarried, thank goodness, but he leaves a sister
         who was dependent on him. Very hard lines.’
      

      
‘Yes, very.’

      
‘Ferning’s assistant, Bellinetti, is carrying on at the moment. But we are not regarding that arrangement as permanent. A
         good assistant, no doubt, but not yet ready for responsibility. Besides, he’s not a trained engineer. That’s what we need,
         Mr Marlow. A trained man, a man who can go into the works and show the
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