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Joymount is Perturbed

‘And now, gentlemen, I shall call upon our managing director for his report.’

Sir Francis Askwith, chairman of the Joymoun Rapid Hardening Cement Manufacturing Company, Limited, put down his agenda paper, glanced at his colleagues, leant back in his chair, and waited.

The faces of the seven men seated round the boardroom table were grave. This was no ordinary meeting of routine business to which they had been summoned. A crisis had arisen in the history of their company, and they were there to take decisive action.

They were representative enough of the directors of a small firm. Four of them were ‘passengers.’ Sir Francis, though still a distinguished looking man, was bent from the weight of his seventy odd years. He was a retired County Court judge, personally charming, but as a chairman simply a figurehead. The two men seated on his left were also past their prime, too old indeed to take a useful part in the business. A fourth man, though only in the thirties, was obviously a son of sport, and seemed out of his element in this temple of diplomacy and finance.

The other three, however, were of a different calibre. One was the very type and essence of the prosperous business man—middle-aged, quiet, efficient, and with that unmistakable air which comes from personality. A man whose opinion one would unhesitatingly take and whom one would be glad to have as a partner in a crisis. Unfortunately the Joymount Rapid Hardening Cement Manufacturing Company was small fry to him and he did not give its affairs sufficient attention greatly to influence their conduct.

Next him sat the youngest of the party, a man still on the right side of thirty. This was Walter Brand, who as well as being a director, overlooked the financial affairs of the firm. Appearance and manner indicated that he was something of a live wire.

The remaining member of the board sat at the foot of the table, opposite the chairman. His name was James Tasker and he was the managing director upon whom Sir Francis had called for a report. He was a clean shaven, slightly undersized man of about fifty, with a long nose, rather foxy eyes and a thin-lipped mouth like a trap. In him the critical observer would have recognised the real head of the concern, and the critical observer would have been right. James Tasker was an able man. There was nothing about the technique of his business that he didn’t know. He was an adept at encompassing sales and a genius in the handling of men.

Slowly he now rose to his feet, still turning over the papers which lay on the table before him. The others watched him anxiously. They had come there to hear bad news and now they were going to hear it.

‘Mr Chairman and gentlemen,’ began Tasker in a dry but cultivated voice, ‘as we haven’t had a full meeting of the board since this matter arose, and as it was not convenient to give details on the notice summoning the meeting, I may perhaps recount the circumstances from the beginning, for the benefit of those who are not fully familiar with them.’

He paused and looked at the chairman.

‘I think we should all like you to do so,’ Sir Francis returned, and Tasker with a little nod resumed.

‘I need scarcely go back to the start of our enterprise seven years ago. Then our prospects looked as promising as anyone could wish, and like many another firm, we set out to make our fortune. Like them, we found we had made a mistake. The memory of the depression is too recent and too painful to need recalling. As you know, we all but closed down last year. Almost, but happily, not altogether. For, again as you know, during the summer of 1933 our business began slowly but quite steadily to mend. I shall ask you to look at the graph I have prepared, a copy of which is before each of you. This covers the life of our enterprise, showing its early success, then its gradual decline, its sinking into the trough of the wave and its apparent recovery.’

There was a slight movement as his hearers bent to study the sheets before them. The history of those later years had indeed been something of a tragedy, a tragedy of which they had not yet reached the end. As they looked at the sinister record, the mind of more than one went back to the circumstances under which the company had been formed.

For many decades the use of Portland cement had been growing, till in the early years of the present century it had become the world’s chief building material. But it had one serious drawback: it took something like a month to set really hard. Then there came the French invention of ciment fondu, a product which grew hard in as many hours as the older material had taken days. Other similar inventions followed and soon various firms in England were making one form or another.

The Joymount Company were producing a material of the ciment fondu type. The company had come into being through the observation and enterprise of the young man Brand, who as a reward was afterwards given his directorship. Bathing one day near the mouth of the Hamble, a small stream with a large estuary which flows into Southampton Water not far below Netley Hospital, he noticed how like the slob left uncovered by the tide was to that used near his home for the manufacture of cement. Cement, he knew, was already made in the Isle of Wight, where they had the two prime necessaries, this kind of slob and chalk. Here on the Hamble the chalk was not so much in evidence, but he made enquiries and found that it was to be had within reasonable distance. Brand reported his discovery to his then chief, a chartered accountant in the City. This man had had investigations made, and Brand’s opinion was found to be justified. The young man had had the manufacture of ordinary Portland cement in his mind, but it turned out that he had done better than he knew. An unexpected deposit of bauxite supplied the further ingredient required for making the ciment fondu variety. A small company was formed, the necessary ground and rights were purchased, and in 1927 the new works were a going concern. From the first it had done well—until the slump, when as Tasker had just mentioned, it had all but closed down.

‘You will see from this,’ went on Tasker, demonstrating on his graph as he spoke, ‘that with the coming of the slump our profits began to fall. Up till September 1932 we kept on working at a profit, but then we unhappily crossed the line of solvency and for a year we worked at a loss. This loss increased until May 1933, when it amounted to something like £100 a week. That meant about £5,000 a year, and generous as you, gentlemen, and our shareholders have been, we could not stand such a drain for long. As you know, the question of closing down was considered again and again. We did not, however, take this desperate remedy because we believed that if and when recovery came, we had here a valuable property which in the long run would recoup our losses.’

Tasker had the ear of his audience. All were listening with concentration. The bright July sunshine pouring in through the open windows contrasted with their gloomy faces. The silence of the room was broken only by the faint cries of seabirds, circling round the firm’s little wharf in the hope of getting their dinners with the minimum of toil. Brand, who was something of a philosopher, could not help thinking how similar were the aims of birds and men.

‘In June 1933,’ Tasker continued, ‘there came a welcome change. In July our average losses dropped to a little over £80 a week. In August it was down to £50 and in September to £10. In October, for the first time for over a year, we showed a profit—only £25 a week, but still £25 on the right side. In November the figures were better still: our profit had gone up to £60 a week. That is to say that from June to November we had a steadily increasing and highly gratifying improvement every month. In short in November last we had all the signs of a speedy return to real prosperity. So far I think all you gentlemen are aware of the facts.’

Tasker glanced round and one or two of his hearers nodded.

‘But now,’ he went on, ‘we come to a disconcerting and unwelcome change. The direction of the curve, as you can see on the graph, changes suddenly. From November to the present moment it is going down as steadily as before that date it was going up. In December our profit of £60 a week dropped to £50. In January it had gone down to £35, and each succeeding month it has gone down still lower, until in April we were once again faced with an actual loss on our turnover. It was only the trifling figure of £15, but in May this deficit had risen to £45, and last month, June, it was £80. You will see from this that our losses are rapidly increasing. In fact it is not too much to say that if things continue in the same direction, we shall be faced in a short time with bankruptcy.’

There was a slight movement among the other men as Tasker reached this conclusion. Then Bramwell, the type of the successful business man, spoke.

‘I was in South America when this matter was discussed and I didn’t hear the full details. What exactly has gone wrong? Is it increase of costs or shortness of sales or what?’

‘Sales,’ returned Tasker. ‘Our sales have gone down steadily.’

‘Costs all right?’

‘Our costs are perfectly satisfactory. Our plant, as you all know, is as modern as any, I think I may say, in the world. And we have adopted full scientific management, motion study, costing, office planning and labour saving devices of every description. I’m ready to stand over it that our costs will compare favourably with those of any works anywhere. I may add that we’ve a thorough good lot of men.’

‘I thought so,’ Bramwell returned. ‘From what I have seen of the works, everything seemed to me quite excellent. Thank you, Tasker.’

‘At our last meeting in June,’ went on Tasker, ‘when I reported how serious this matter was becoming—when you were in South America, Bramwell—it was decided that I was to make a special investigation into the affair, so as to be able, if possible, to put before you today, not only a full explanation of what was happening, but also a recommendation as to the best means of meeting the situation.’

Tasker seemed to find a difficulty in proceeding. He was obviously a good deal perturbed. This question of a possible shutting down meant more to him than to any of the others. Tasker was not a rich man, and if his salary as managing director disappeared on the top of the money he had put into the concern, it would leave him really hard up. Brand, it was true, was also dependent on what he could earn, but Brand was a young man and unmarried, whereas Tasker would soon be past his prime, and he had a wife and son and daughter to support. It would not be an easy thing at his age to get another job.

To the others the affair was not so serious. All were comfortably off, and though no one contemplates the loss of money with equanimity, the failure of the Joymount Works would be to them a comparatively small matter.

After a momentary hesitation Tasker continued speaking.

‘The first thing, as Bramwell’s question just now has suggested, was to find out what had gone wrong. As far as we ourselves were concerned, there was no mystery about it. Our sales were simply dropping. The number of new buyers had fallen off and our regular customers were taking a smaller quantity. I got in touch with a number of these regular customers, but none of them would give me any satisfaction.

‘Then I approached certain of our rivals. Here also there was not much information to be had, but from one or two men whom I knew pretty well I learned something at last. And I will say that it was pretty surprising. In each case their sales had gone down too.

‘There seemed to be only one explanation for it: engineers and architects had for some reason become suspicious of rapid hardening cement and had gone back to the use of the older Portland. My friends and I studied the technical journals for an explanation of this—entirely without result. So far as we could see no failures had taken place, nor were there any articles or correspondence on the subject.

‘I then went to the Board of Trade and asked for the latest returns of the use of rapid hardening cement in this country. You will understand my astonishment on finding that so far from there having been a diminution in the amount used this had actually increased.’

Tasker fumbled among his papers. ‘I don’t know if you would like the figures,’ he said. ‘If anyone would, they’re all there. Roughly speaking, they show that our output had dropped by some twenty per cent while the total used in the country had gone up by five per cent.

‘Where, then, had the extra stuff come from? It seemed to me at first that in spite of the tariff, cement must be being imported in large quantities. But I was wrong in this too. Careful enquiries through a friend in the Customs department showed that there had been no increase to speak of in the amount shipped into the country.’

‘Extraordinary,’ interjected Sir Francis, looking round on his colleagues.

There was a little murmur of agreement, but no one seemed disposed for further comment and Tasker went on.

‘There seemed, therefore, to be only one solution left—that some British firm or firms were putting out a greatly increased amount of the stuff. I went to Robertson’s manager and put it to him straight—I may say that he and I have been personal friends for many years, quite apart from business. I said, “Look here, Tony, your firm has been one of our best customers since we went into this business. Now you’ve cut down our orders by twenty per cent. What’s it all about?”

‘Well, he wouldn’t say for a while, but at last under a promise of secrecy he told me. We were being undersold. Not in the actual price charged, but rebates were being given for even lorry- or wagon- or ship-loads. They were not large rebates, but where things are so tight that every penny has to be counted, they were large enough to make the difference.’

The chairman moved suddenly. ‘But,’ he said, ‘if we are being undersold, as you tell us, how is it that we are still able to sell our product at all? I understood you to say that our output is only down about twenty per cent.’

‘I’m afraid that’s not difficult to answer,’ Tasker returned with a grimace. ‘The amount available with these rebates is limited, and my friend’s firm can’t get all they’d like. Production, however, is increasing rapidly, and as it does so, Robertson’s will take more and our share will go down still further.’

‘It doesn’t look very rosy,’ Sir Francis remarked hesitatingly, with which opinion there were murmurs of agreement.

‘Did you find out who was underselling us?’ asked Bramwell.

‘I did,’ said Tasker slowly, ‘and I think it will surprise you more than anything else. It’s Chayle.’

‘Chayle?’ Bramwell retorted. ‘You don’t say so?’ while there were expressions of surprise from several other members.

‘Yes, Chayle. I shouldn’t have believed it, but it’s the fact.’

Chayle, or to give it its correct name, Messrs Haviland & Mairs, Ltd, of Chayle, Isle of Wight, was the only other works in the district which were making the same rapid hardening cement as the Joymount Company. The works, which had been started two years before Joymount, were situated at Thorness Bay, on the Solent, some four miles along the coast to the west of Cowes. So far as was known, they were considerably larger than Joymount and equally efficiently organised, but none of the members of the Joymount staff had been over them. Tasker knew both Haviland and Mairs slightly, but neither seemed anxious to pursue the acquaintanceship, and they remained on distant terms.

‘I don’t understand that,’ Bramwell went on. ‘Chayle’s not such a lot bigger than we are ourselves. How could they turn out enough stuff to affect the market?’

‘That’s my difficulty too,’ Tasker agreed. ‘I don’t see how they could.’

‘Is that the only firm that’s putting out the stuff cheap?’ asked the sporting director unexpectedly.

‘It’s the only one I could hear of.’

‘Must be costs,’ Bramwell declared. ‘We’ve just agreed that our methods and machinery are as good as can be had, but it looks as if we’d have to revise our ideas. They must be turning out the stuff cheaper than we are.’

Tasker shook his head. ‘It’s not that,’ he declared. ‘I’m absolutely positive that no firm could do what we’re doing any cheaper than we do it. Let me go on.’

‘Sorry,’ said Bramwell; ‘I thought you had finished.’

‘I did what seemed to me the obvious thing,’ Tasker continued. ‘If Chayle were putting out cement cheaper than we could, it followed, I thought, that they must be putting out an inferior cement. I bought some of the Chayle stuff and I told our chemist to test it.’

‘King?’ Sir Francis asked.

‘Yes, King. King’s a very good man at his job, as I think you all know; a really first rate chemical engineer. I had every confidence in his opinion. I told him I wanted his report for today, and I got it last night.’

‘And did he come up to scratch?’

‘I think so, Bramwell.’ Tasker spoke with more emphasis. ‘If he’s correct, the affair turns out even more serious than appeared at first sight. I was right and I was wrong. I was right that the cement was different from ours. I was wrong that it was inferior. It’s not inferior.’ He paused, then added slowly: ‘It’s better.’

There were murmurs of concern and incredulity.

‘It’s not quite the same in chemical composition,’ Tasker went on. ‘I needn’t go into the exact formulæ, I don’t suppose any of us would be much the wiser if I did. But it’s all here if anyone wants it. It’s nearly the same, you understand, but not quite. And the interesting thing about it is that the difference does not merely consist of a slight variation in the proportions of the ingredients—that’s to be expected and makes little matter—the difference consists in the presence of certain entirely new elements. It’s quite evident that the Chayle people have made some discovery that’s going to make us a back number.’

‘You mean they’ve got a new cement?’

‘Virtually a new cement.’

Once again there were murmurs of concern. This was certainly a bad look out for their enterprise. If the Chayle people were turning out a better article at a cheaper price than they were, nothing could save them from going out of business. Presently Sir Francis broke the silence.

‘You suggest,’ he said to Tasker, ‘that our Chayle friends have made some discovery or invention in connection with the manufacture of cement. But surely if they had done so they would patent it and allow the rest of us to use it under licence? That would surely pay them better than trying to run a secret process, as I presume you mean they are doing?’

Tasker shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he replied slowly. ‘I thought of that, and I’m not sure that you’re right. In the first place, the covering of a process by patent is not easy. There is always the chance that by introducing some small modifications the protection may be evaded—in which case you have spent your money and lost your process. Besides there’s a lot of money in patenting. If they’ve got hold of something good, they would want to patent it all over the world: covering it in this country only wouldn’t be much good. I don’t know: I think they might find it better to run it as a secret process.’

The sporting gentleman moved uneasily. ‘If Tasker’s right in all he’s told us, there must surely be other firms than Chayle in it. It’s surely physically impossible that they should put out enough to make all this difference?’

‘I agree,’ Bramwell declared. ‘What do you say to that, Tasker?’

‘I’ve said that I don’t know. There may be others, working probably in agreement with Chayle.’

Again there was an uneasy silence, broken once more by Bramwell.

‘How long can we go on, Tasker?’

‘Well, that’s just it. Unless we see light somewhere, we can’t go on at all. As you know, we’re in debt to the bank as it is. We were beginning to work some of it off, but for the last four months we’ve had to give that up. We’re increasing the debt at present, and the bank is not going to stand for much more of it.’

‘Been kicking up trouble?’

‘Not exactly, but the manager asked me to see him and he gave me to understand our credit was about at its limit.’

‘I don’t like to think of shutting down without a struggle,’ declared Sir Francis.

There were murmurs of approval, but no concrete suggestions, and Sir Francis went on.

‘It seems trying to take an unfair advantage of you, Tasker,’ he said with a twisted smile, ‘but you told us in your statement—and of course we knew—that you were asked, not only to tell us what exactly was happening, but also to recommend the best way of meeting the difficulty. The first part of that commission you have carried out in your usual entirely competent way, but what about the second? Have you been able to think of any way out of our difficulty.’

Tasker shrugged, while the others exchanged perfunctory smiles. ‘I’m afraid that’s not so easy,’ he admitted. ‘I can’t see any very satisfactory steps that we might take.’ He hesitated, then went on more slowly. ‘There is just one possibility. I don’t myself think there’s much in it, but I give it for what it’s worth.’ Again he paused and the others watched him more eagerly. ‘It’s King’s idea. He’d like to be allowed to try to evolve a similar process. He points out that we know something that we believe none of our competitors knows. We know that the Chayle stuff is different to the rest of the cement on the market because of the extra ingredients it contains. King thinks that, knowing this, he might discover a way of making it.’

The suggestion led to a good deal of discussion. The possibility of King’s success, the time that he might require, the estimated loss during this period, even the morality of the proceeding was called in question. Finally Bramwell brought the talk to a close. ‘With your permission, Mr Chairman, I think we should have King in and see what he says himself.’

Some such demand had been foreseen, and King was in readiness. Brand was sent for him.

The chemical engineer was a good-looking young fellow of some eight-and-twenty, with dark keen eyes and an alert manner. Obviously moreover he had personality and character—for good or evil. His appearance suggested that what he undertook, he would perform; that in emergencies he would keep his head, and that if a way out of a difficulty were possible, he would find it.

‘Mr Tasker has been telling us about your researches into this new cement,’ Sir Francis began, when a seat had been found for the young man at the table. ‘He says that with the knowledge you already have, it might be possible for you to find some way of making the stuff. We want to know what your feeling about that is, and what you think of your chances of success.’

‘I should like very much to try, sir,’ the young fellow answered. ‘I think there’s a reasonable chance of pulling it off. Of course you will understand that I couldn’t pledge myself to do so.’

‘We understand that and we’re not asking impossibilities. What we have to decide is, firstly, whether your chance of success justifies our running at a loss while you are carrying out your experiments, and secondly—I’m being quite straight with you—whether we would be better advised to call in some further, and perhaps more experienced, technical help.’

That this idea should be most distasteful to King was as obvious as it was natural. ‘I should ask you to give me a chance, sir; first, at all events.’

‘Well, we’ll settle that later. Tell me now how long you should want.’

Some other members of the board put questions, then King was thanked and asked to retire. A short further discussion brought the business to an end. King was to be given one month to see what he could do. At the end of that time the whole matter would be reconsidered. If his progress had been substantial, the time might be extended. If not, they would either get additional technical assistance or close down.

This settled, Sir Francis left the chair and the meeting came to an end.
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The Fight Begins

Brand remained behind when the other men left the room. He was acting for the secretary to the board, who was on leave, and he wished to draft the minutes while the proceedings remained clear in his memory. For a moment he stood at the window, lost in thought.

He was glad on every count that King had been given his opportunity. During the seven years in which they had been associated at the Joymount Works, he and King had become pretty good friends. Their intimacy, however, was due rather to the accident of their being thrown together by their work, than to any special personal attraction. In ordinary circumstances they would probably have remained no more than pleasant acquaintances, but at Joymount there were two reasons which drew them together. The first was that they were the only two men in the concern of similar age and social position, and their outlook on life was therefore more or less alike. The second was that contact was maintained outside their work. Both lived at the same boarding house, or, as the proprietor called it, private hotel. Both moreover were keen on things mechanical, and both delighted in motor boating and racing, a hobby which their position on Southampton Water enabled them to indulge fully. The only discordant note (literally) in their friendship was that for some unknown reason King believed he could sing, and at all sorts of inopportune moments his upraised voice could be heard dealing despotically with fragments from the classics, the more popular melodies of Schubert being special favourites. This habit considerably annoyed Brand, who was himself musical.

For a time Brand considered the outlook as it concerned himself, and then his thoughts reverted to King. There was no doubt that King would put his whole energy into his task. Serious as this Chayle affair was for Brand, for King it might well prove even more vital. King had a very comfortable billet at Joymount and he would not want to lose it. To a large extent he was his own master, and his relations with Tasker and the other members of the staff were pleasant. His salary admittedly was not lavish, but it was adequate, and he had reasonable leisure and in a mild way as much society as he wanted. So far, his case was similar to Brand’s.

But King had an even stronger reason for desiring success than merely to keep his job: a reason which Brand did not share. If he got hold of a good process, it might mean a very big thing to him. It might at a stroke render him independent, even wealthy. It would certainly make him professionally a very big man. He might even better the Chayle process and become the world’s first authority on rapid-hardening cement. No, there was no fear that King would not do his best.

And King’s best was supremely good. At the works he was jack of all trades and master of all. As well as overseeing all the tests, he took charge of the quarry from which the limestone was obtained, of the dredging of the slob, of the machinery, the crushers, the rotary kiln, the ball mills, the screens, elevators and other appliances; of the decauville tramways laid throughout the works, of the wharf at which the ‘puffers’ and small craft were loaded.

And his management was quite first class. As a result of his effort the organism functioned like clockwork. He saw chalk and slob leaving their respective deposits and arriving to the second at the crushers and mixers. The moment the kilns were ready for more slurry, that was the moment at which just the required amount of slurry was delivered to them. When enough clinker was produced to move, that was the instant the conveyor was ready to carry it to the ball mills. No machine was delivering less than full output because of supplies of material running short: none was choked through getting too much. The plant in fact was continuously putting out the maximum of which it was capable. To have to scrap all that excellence would be to King as bitter as gall.

Brand glanced out of the window before turning back to the table to write his minutes. It was a gorgeous July day, with rich warm sunshine and a cloudless sky. The outlook was delightful. Before him stretched the estuary of the Hamble, its drab sloblands hidden by a full tide, blue as the Mediterranean. At the other side, quarter of a mile or more away, was the little village of Hamble, and the low grass-covered shores of Hamble Common, stretching down towards Southampton Water. By standing at the right of the window and looking sideways across it, Brand could get a glimpse of Southampton Water itself, and the opposite coast near Calshot. Occasionally from this window he had seen the forms of great liners creeping up to Southampton. Seaplanes were constantly in view, indeed the heavy drone of aircraft from the Calshot depot was seldom out of his ears. Brand liked the country. Apart from everything else, he would be sorry if he had to leave it.

By the time he had written up his minutes, the steam whistle had blown for the dinner hour. There was a small canteen in connection with the works and from this lunch for the three chief officers was sent up to the boardroom. Brand cleared his books away as Tasker and King came in.

Though it was an unwritten law that during lunch shop must not be talked, for once the rule was relaxed. The minds of all were too full of the morning’s events to think about other matters. But it was not until the coffee was finished and cigarettes were lit up that the discussion became purposeful.

‘I’ve been thinking over one point,’ declared King after a short silence, ‘and though it’s outside my province, I perhaps might mention it. I wondered if there wasn’t another line of investigation that you, Tasker, might follow? Not to tell you your business, you know, old man.’

Tasker looked at him gravely. ‘If any of us try to stand on our dignity now,’ he declared, ‘we’ll deserve all that may be coming to us. Anyone who can think of anything that might help us is a public benefactor and deserves a medal. Go ahead.’

‘I thought you’d feel like that,’ King returned. ‘There’s probably nothing in this idea, but I think it’s worth discussion. Why not carry the war into the enemy’s camp?’

Tasker lit another cigarette. ‘Meaning just what?’ he demanded.

King lowered his voice. ‘Why not see Haviland or Mairs or somebody from Chayle and put it to them that they’re underselling us, and how are they doing it? You could speak in a sort of joking way. I don’t suppose they’d give you a straight answer, but you might get something out of them.’

Tasker did not reply and Brand interposed: ‘You’ve never spoken to either of them on the subject?’

‘No,’ said Tasker at length, ‘I never have. I’ve thought of it, I admit, but it seemed to me I might do more harm than good—that we’d be better if they didn’t know what we were after.’

‘You needn’t mention the new cement,’ Brand pointed out: ‘only that they’re underselling us.’

‘Merely to ask how they’re underselling us would scarcely be productive, I’m afraid. Had you any idea of what I might say, King?’

‘What I had in mind was that you might insinuate that we’d be willing to pay something to come in with them.’

Tasker nodded approvingly. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘that’s talking. I could put it that we’d like an idea of what it would cost us to come in as you suggest. What do you say, Brand?’

Brand thought it was a darned good notion.

‘All the same, I’m not sure that we should move at once,’ Tasker went on. ‘I think, King, it depends on your success or failure. If you succeed it would be better that they shouldn’t know that we were alive to the question at all. If you fail, it would be a second string to our bow.’

This seemed reasonable to both the others, and it was decided that action on the matter should be postponed. Then King turned to a subsidiary point. ‘By the way, Tasker, how would you propose actually to get in touch with those two? Would you call on them?’

‘No: making too much of it. I’d accidentally meet Haviland in the train. He goes to Town to the meeting every Friday, and returns by the 4.50 from Waterloo to Portsmouth. I’ve only to get into the tea car and be surprised and pleased when he turns up, and I think we could drift naturally enough into conversation.’

‘Good idea,’ King approved. ‘Now, Tasker, there’s another thing I want to speak to you about. These experiments that I’ve undertaken; there’s a lot of work in them.’

‘I shouldn’t have thought you’d mind that.’

‘I don’t mind it, as you know perfectly well. I’d be quite willing to spend the rest of my life at them. But I’ve only been given a month. That means that a lot of experiments will have to run simultaneously. I can’t do a number simultaneously. What I want, Tasker, is some technical help.’

Tasker made a grimace. ‘What would that cost us?’ he asked.

King shrugged. ‘Not very much. A couple of young men at four or five pounds a week each. I shouldn’t want anybody very skilled, because I would supervise everything myself. They would just have to be operating chemists—not theoretical men.’

‘For one month,’ said Tasker. ‘All right: I agree. You’ll get them yourself?’

‘Yes, I’ll ring up Town now and have ’em down tonight.’

‘I wonder,’ Brand suggested, ‘if I could lend a hand also? I’m not so busy now, and Harper, that clerk of mine, is a good fellow and could do some of my work. I’m not a chemist, but I know something about it and I believe I could work under King’s instructions.’

‘Fine!’ King exclaimed delightedly. ‘That’ll be four of us. We should be able to make things hum. You agree, Tasker?’

Tasker nodded. ‘Everything depends on this stunt of yours coming off,’ he pointed out. ‘It would be a fool’s game not to go all out for it. Yes, I agree. Anything else you want?’

King grinned. ‘Never knew you in such an accommodating mood before,’ he said. ‘I hope it continues. No, if I can’t do it with three helpers I can’t do it at all.’

These arrangements were carried out. In reply to King’s telephone, two energetic young chemists, Radcliff and Endicott, arrived late that night and next day began work with fervour. Brand spent the mornings in his own department, but from lunch time till late at night he was with the chemists, endlessly carrying out experiment after experiment under King’s direction. King developed a habit of disappearing on mysterious errands—usually in the evening or at night—from which he returned, tired and dirty, and with samples of clays and slobs and chalks discreetly hidden in suitcases. These samples then became the subjects of renewed experiments. It was all very intense and efficient.

Unfortunately however the reward of such concentration showed no signs of materialising. Brand broached the subject one night about a fortnight later, as he and King were returning to their rooms.

‘What about it?’ he asked. ‘Do you think you’ve got any forrader?’

‘Too soon to say,’ King answered, but Brand could see that he looked anxious and more than a trifle despondent. ‘As you know, I’ve been working on four separate lines of approach. I’ve proved two are no go. I feel sure, therefore, it must be one of the others. We’ll know in about a week.’

‘Has Tasker been saying anything?’

‘Yes; he wants to try and pump Haviland on Friday.’

‘Oh, he does, does he? And what do you think?’

‘Well, I can only agree. Didn’t I suggest it in the first instance? All the same, it shows what he thinks of my chances.’

Brand nodded. Though he sympathised with King, he fully approved the proposal, which was adopted at a later conference.

It was with considerable interest that the two younger men went round to Tasker’s house on the Friday night to learn the result of his efforts. They found him puzzled.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I met the old boy on the train as we arranged. He was very civil, much more so than ever before. Very civil and very open.’

‘Open? He wasn’t giving much away, I bet,’ put in King.

‘He was. He was giving so much away that I felt overwhelmed. I’ll tell you. You’ll have a spot?’

Tasker busied himself for a moment with whisky and tumblers. Then, having pushed the cigarettes over to his visitors, he went on.

‘Our scheme worked perfectly. I got into the tea car on the 4.50 from Waterloo, sitting at the other side of the aisle from where I had seen Haviland on previous occasions. Fortunately for me, things worked out splendidly. People came in, but my appearance must have put them off, for they all avoided my division. The result was that when Haviland appeared, he dropped naturally into mine. I was surprised to see him and said so. I was also pleased, and when he made a remark I could not hear it owing to the noise of the train, so moved across the passage to his table. It was all done, I flatter myself, quite naturally, and he could not have suspected an intention. At least, I think not; Haviland’s about as cute as they’re made. Well, we chatted, very amicably, as you can imagine. Then when we’d had tea I thought the time had come, and I said in a joking way, was it he that was causing all this flutter in the dovecot, giving rebates that made his neighbours green with envy? He grew pretty wary at that, and I could see him hesitating while he thought how he should take me. He decided on frankness: artless candour; unreserved ingenuousness; I could almost see his mind work.’

‘Then he did make a statement?’

‘Oh, he made a statement all right, and a good statement too. He began by saying that he naturally hadn’t meant to discuss the affair with a brother manufacturer, because when looked at from one point of view their action mightn’t seem over friendly. But of course I was not the man to take such a narrow view. They were taking a present loss in the hope of future gain, and he knew I would agree that they had every right to do it. I would agree that every honest method of gaining trade in these bad days was legitimate?

‘Naturally I agreed: all was fair in love and business. He had felt sure that I would.’

‘Sort of mutual admiration society?’

‘Quite. Then he went on to make his statement. He said that Mairs had come into money. A rich uncle of his had died leaving a quite substantial pile. Their trade and connection had dropped badly during the slump, and Mairs had agreed to put part of this money into the business with the object of giving their customers more attractive terms. Temporarily, of course. They hoped in this way to re-establish their market. They believed they would only have to continue selling at a loss for a short time. Once their connections were re-established, they would revert to their former terms. So what do you think of that?’

King made a gesture of unwilling admiration. ‘There’s the same brain that found the process,’ he declared. ‘It’s a good tale, a jolly good tale—and a damned lie.’

‘You think so?’

‘Sure of it. And what’s more, Tasker, I think you owe him one for imagining you’d swallow it.’

‘As a matter of fact,’ Tasker returned, ‘I don’t suppose he did think so.’

‘Then why did he tell you?’

‘Because it might be true. He’d believe I couldn’t disprove it.’

Brand shrugged. ‘He’d be right there. No outsider could disprove it.’

‘No,’ said Tasker surprisingly, ‘he wouldn’t be right. I have disproved it.’

Both his hearers stared. ‘Go on,’ said King at last.

‘As a matter of fact,’ answered Tasker, ‘the different cement disproves it; and demonstrates the existence of the process as well. But some other information I got disproves it finally and beyond question. For this I can claim no credit: I got it by chance in the club.’

King grinned. ‘Well, you’re a downy bird, you are! Keeping a lot of perfectly good information up your sleeve. What’s the story this time?’

‘Pretty convincing,’ Tasker declared. ‘I was having coffee in the club after lunch when Macfarlane came over. I don’t think you’ve met him, but he’s my stockbroker. He’s a big chap with a breezy manner, and he began singing out that he was glad to congratulate me on the boom in rapid hardening cement. I asked what boom, and he began to joke and called me a fly dog and wanted to know had I gone to some other broker to invest my ill-gotten gains. You can imagine the style.’

‘But what was it all about?’ Brand asked.

‘That’s what I asked him, and I had the devil’s own job to get an answer. He evidently saw he’d put his foot in it, and he wanted to draw back. But I wasn’t having any, and at last under pledge of secrecy he told me that it was rumoured in the City that rapid-hardening cement was booming. He’d had it from another broker that the Chayle people were making a fortune—both Haviland and Mairs were investing hand over fist. It was supposed the other firms in the business were doing the same. So there you are.’

The others looked at him in blank amazement. Then King swore. ‘So it’s bigger than we thought,’ he declared. ‘They must be producing the stuff even cheaper than we imagined.’

‘On the other hand,’ Brand pointed out, ‘if the rich uncle was not a myth and the sum was very large, it would account for the investment as well.’

‘No,’ said Tasker emphatically, ‘that’s just the point. Don’t you see? If the uncle story were true, only Mairs could invest. But Haviland’s doing it too. King’s right. This is a bigger thing than we thought.’

‘Gosh!’ moaned King. ‘If I could only get on to it!’

‘If you don’t,’ Tasker returned grimly, ‘we’re just about down and out.’

For another hour the trio sat discussing the outlook, and it was with an added sense of the precariousness of their position that they finally separated.




3

A Foolish Pact

As the days passed and the end of the allotted month grew nearer, King’s temper became steadily shorter and his face more anxious. Not only had he not found the secret, but he was obviously beginning to doubt that he ever would. In vain he and his staff had worked—enlivened by snatches from the ‘Marche Militaire’ or the ‘Unfinished Symphony’—sometimes till two and three in the morning, sometimes indeed till they dropped asleep over their experiments; the elusive process remained elusive still. He had pushed his four methods of attack as far as he knew how, but they had proved unproductive. Indeed in a moment of discouragement he admitted to Brand that he did not see his way further and that failure was staring him in the face.

‘If I don’t get it, it’s the end of me,’ he said bitterly. ‘I’ll not get a chance like this again: not ever. Here’s fame and a fortune on the one hand; and on the other—just ruin. I must have been all but on the secret again and again, and for the sake of missing some little point, I’m going to lose. It’s so sickening it makes me ill to think of it.’

It was getting on to three in the morning and the two young men, tired almost to tears and oppressed with the numbing sense of failure, were walking slowly to their rooms. The night was wonderful even for late July, clear and calm and balmy. The moon, which was nearly full, was sinking in the west, but was still high enough to make their immediate surroundings bright as day, and to show up as a faint smudge the coast beyond the Hamble.

King railed openly upon fate. It was the first time Brand had heard him relinquish his cocksure pose, and he was the more impressed. For a time Brand commiserated with him, but so sorry for himself did King presently become, that Brand’s feeling of sympathy began to evaporate.

‘My dear chap,’ he said at length, irritated by the other’s entirely selfish diatribe, ‘you’re not the only one that’s going to suffer. If you fail, we’ll all be out of a job. Tasker may be able to pull along, but even he’ll be badly hit. I have nothing but what I make. I’ll never get a job like this again. It’s not only you.’

King turned and looked at him sombrely. ‘I know that perfectly well, Brand,’ he said. ‘You seem to take it pretty coolly. I wonder if you realise what failure is going to mean to you? I doubt it. Just think before it’s too late.’

‘What good’ll that do?’ Brand retorted. ‘Thinking about it won’t alter it. I’ll not starve. I’ll get something, if it’s only a clerkship.’

‘Will you?’ returned King aggressively. ‘How do you know you will? I suppose you realise that thousands of clerks are walking the streets today because they can’t get jobs? Don’t think that because you’ve been a director that an employer’ll want you. I tell you, he’ll avoid you. He’ll say, “Here’s a man that’s been boss of his department. He’ll be too big for his boots as a clerk. I want someone less high and mighty.” That’s what he’ll say. And he’ll have plenty of others to choose from. I tell you, Brand, if this place goes down, you go down with it. Don’t you make any mistake about that.’

In his more weary and dispirited moments, these had been the very thoughts which had been forcing their way into Brand’s mind. They represented a dark shadow, a sort of evil nightmare, which in spite of all his efforts had been weighing more and more heavily upon his spirits. What King said was true. He was by no means sure of employment. Hundreds of men as good as he were without it: why should he prove an exception? King might even be correct in suggesting that his very qualifications would be against him.

And if he couldn’t get a job what was to happen to him? All his little capital was in Joymount. If the company went down that would be gone. He would be penniless in a terribly short time.

Brand felt a little sick as he considered the picture. He tried to banish it. He told himself that his feeling of horror was due merely to physical weariness and that a few hours in bed would remove it. But all the time he knew he was wrong; he realised that now for the first time he was facing the facts. He saw that if he lost his job there was no telling to what depths he might not fall.

‘Confound you, King,’ he grumbled, ‘you’re not a very cheery companion. We’re tired and we want a sleep. That’s what’s wrong with us. Let’s get to bed and things’ll look better in the morning.’

King slipped his arm through Brand’s as if to hold him back. ‘No,’ he said, ‘don’t be in a hurry. I want to get this thing straightened out. I want to know what it’s going to mean to both of us if we fail. It’s not merely idle. I may tell you I have something in my mind. But we must know where we stand before we begin to discuss it.’

‘Let it wait till the morning.’

‘No, we’ve got our chance now. Goodness only knows what may happen in the morning. Hang it all, man, don’t be such a fool. Do realise that the whole of the rest of our lives may be at stake.’

Brand smothered a curse. ‘Well,’ he said testily, ‘what’s the great idea?’

‘I’ll come to that in a moment. I want first to know what the result will be to you if we fail to find this process.’

For the first time Brand grew interested. King’s manner had changed. He seemed now neither tired nor despondent. Rather he appeared to be choking down an almost uncontrollable excitement. He radiated energy. In spite of himself Brand felt himself being carried away by it. And suddenly it was borne in on him that King had never been despondent at all. He had never really railed against his fate. All that had been put on—for some reason.

‘Come along out with it, old man,’ he said good-humouredly. ‘If you’ve got a notion, let’s have it.’

‘I want to know,’ King repeated in serious tones, ‘what the result of failure’s going to be to you. Let’s get that down into words first. Then I’ll tell you what I’ve been thinking.’

Brand was still more impressed. He could no longer doubt that the chemist had some proposal of importance to put up. He did not reply and King went on.

‘We’ve agreed that if the works go down we’ll lose our jobs. Have you private means, Brand? I don’t want to pry into your affairs, but this matters. I may say I have none.’

‘I have none either,’ Brand returned slowly. ‘I had a little capital—technically, I have it still, but every penny of it is in the concern. It took it all to get me my directorship.’

‘Then if the company goes, that money goes too.’

‘I’ll have nothing,’ Brand admitted.

‘Same with me. And what about relatives, Brand? I should be absolutely alone and penniless if the works go down. Would you?’

As King spoke, an even fuller realisation of his position swept over Brand. Alone and penniless! What a ghastly thought! If the works went down that would be his fate. Alone and penniless. For the first time Brand felt himself in the hideous grip of panic.

King did not push his question. He had evidently got the effect he was seeking. For a few moments he did not speak, then very softly he said:

‘What would you give for security?’

The phrase struck into Brand’s consciousness. What would he give for security? Why, anything! Security was the thing he wanted—more than anything else. Security didn’t matter so much when one had it. Faced with its loss, it became about the most important thing there was.

‘Security!’ King went on. ‘And not security only. What would you give for a fortune? Well, Brand. What would you give for security and a fortune—as against ruin?’

Security! A fortune! The words conjured up a vision so gorgeous, so utterly to be desired, that Brand felt carried away. Yet he answered soberly.

‘What’s the good of talking like that? You know as well as I do that I’d give anything I had—which is just nothing at all.’

King made a gesture of dissent. ‘That’s just where you’re wrong, Brand,’ he said earnestly. ‘You could give something that would do the trick. I don’t say absolutely—there is a chance of failure. But I’d put the chances of success at ninety-nine to one.’

Brand stared. ‘For heaven’s sake get on with it,’ he urged.

Though they were alone on the moonlit road King bent forward and lowered his voice. ‘The process would save us,’ he declared. ‘And there’s a way by which we might learn it.’

Brand continued to stare. ‘How?’ he asked laconically.

‘By going to the Chayle Works and seeing how it’s done.’

Brand laughed scornfully. ‘Bless my soul, King, is that all? That’s like the groans of the mountain leading to the appearance of the mouse. And do you imagine they’d be accommodating and show us?’

‘Don’t be more of an ass than you can help, old man. My scheme’s watertight. They wouldn’t show us, no. But then we wouldn’t ask them.’

‘I don’t know what you’re driving at, King.’

‘As a matter of fact we wouldn’t trouble them at all,’ King went on in that ridiculous low voice. ‘We’d pay our call—er—privately.’

‘Do you mean that we should break in?’ said Brand bluntly.

King shrugged. ‘Technically, I’m afraid so,’ he admitted coolly; ‘actually, no. What
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