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1

As Pamela Grey Saw It

From the drive outside Pam’s window there came a sudden crunching of car wheels on gravel, the squeak of a too forcibly applied brake, and a toot—in code—on the horn.

Pam started up, called ‘Coming!’ through the open window, glanced hastily at herself in the crooked little wooden mirror, hurriedly smoothed an errant curl, and ran down the steep winding stairs and through the narrow hall to the car standing in front of the door.

Though her expression had not indicated what she thought of her reflection, she had every reason to be satisfied with it. Pam was not exactly pretty, and she was not beautiful at all. All the same she was a sight to gladden tired eyes. The overwhelming impression she gave was of what used to be called wholesome. She was young, little more than twenty, with a small, finely formed body and movements graceful as a faun’s. In her face there was character; intelligence in the broad forehead and the grey eyes which looked so steadfastly out on the world, a fastidious humour in the small mouth with its delicately twisted lips, strength in the firmly rounded chin. The glow of health shone in her creamy complexion and her expression radiated good humour and the joy of life.

At that moment indeed Pam was looking her best. An eager excitement had brought colour to her cheeks and a flash to her eyes. It was evident that something thrilling as well as delightful was about to happen.

One cause, though by no means the chief, was that waiting for her in the car was her fiancé, Jack Penrose. For a year or more they had been engaged. At first it had looked as if marriage was very far off. Jack was not yet earning anything like enough to set up house on, and Pam’s people were poor and could allow her nothing. But Jack’s prospects were good and the couple had perforce to wait.

Jack Penrose, tall, fair and typically Nordic, was a budding solicitor. At present he was a clerk in his father’s office in the neighbouring town of Lisburn, but he was soon to be taken into partnership and then a marriage would be arranged. Old Mr Penrose’s business was prosperous enough, and there would be sufficient for the moderate establishment the two young people wanted.

All this had been the idea at the time of the engagement, but recently a wonderful vista had opened out before them, a vista so marvellous that at first it seemed wholly incredible. Indeed even now it still appeared infinitely too good to be true. Suddenly and unexpectedly there had come a promise of money. Not a little money—not even a competence. What was dazzling their bewildered gaze was the prospect of a vast fortune: wealth almost infinite: utterly beyond ordinary limits: staggering in its magnitude. And now the journey they were about to take would bring that wealth appreciably nearer.

Pam climbed into the rather elderly Vauxhall. ‘When did you hear?’ she asked as Primrose let in his clutch.

‘Rang up half an hour ago. Said he was ready any time, but I couldn’t get away before.’

‘What did he sound like?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Can’t tell much about a chap from half a dozen words on the telephone.’

‘Oh, yes, you can! What did he say?’

‘Why just that: he’d done his other business and could come down when I was ready.’

‘Sounds all right if that was the way he put it.’ She paused, and then gave an ecstatic little wriggle. ‘Oh, Jack, I’m so excited! I shall simply faint when I see him!’

‘Nice way for an engaged young woman to talk about a strange man.’

‘I’ll just throw myself at him. I’ll make love to him without stopping, all the time he’s here.’

‘If I see you as much as throw an eye in his direction I’ll cut both your throats.’

‘To think of all that’s happened in the last six months! Isn’t it just incredible? There we were and not a bean anywhere. And now! I can’t believe it even now.’

‘Haven’t got it yet.’

‘Fancy enough money to do anything we want! Just fancy! Anything!’

‘Only money? What about a spot of matrimony?’

‘Money of course! You don’t imagine you matter, do you?’

Pam was intoxicated with the amazing prospect of wealth. But Pam could not foresee the future. She didn’t realise that very often Fate offers her benefactions with her tongue in her cheek. They come as promised, but not alone. Some ingredient is added which robs them of their value. Pam didn’t know that a day was coming—was even then on them—when she would have given everything she had if only she had never heard of the fortune or of any person or thing connected with it. She didn’t know that instead of bringing joy and freedom to herself and Jack, the whole affair should grow into a ghastly horror whose memories threatened to stay with them during every remaining moment of their lives.

Jack Penrose and Pamela Grey lived in the little town of Hillsborough in the County of Down, that county which forms the south-eastern corner of Northern Ireland. It is scarcely a town as the word is understood in England, being little more than a collection of grey slate-covered houses fronting both sides of a single steeply falling street, with the church in the middle and the castle at the top. But though small, it is a town of honour in the province, for in the castle lives no less a personage than the Governor—or lived, till a recent fire necessitated his removal. Its street moreover is no mere village street; it is part of the main highway from Belfast to Dublin, and though the unhappy division of the country has reduced the flow of traffic between the two cities, Hillsborough still rumbles by day and night with cars and buses and great lorries grinding their way north or south.

Hillsborough is some dozen miles from Belfast, to which city Jack and Pam were now bound. The road is good, comparatively straight and level, broad and with an excellent surface. At that time, five o’clock in the afternoon, traffic was not heavy, the evening homeward rush having scarcely started. Jack made good speed and they expected to pick up their visitor and be back at Hillsborough well within the hour.

It was early in September and had been a day of gorgeous sunshine: if anything too hot. Now as they drove swiftly along Pam subconsciously feasted her eyes on the colours of the great trees beneath which they passed, dark with the full maturity of summer, but not yet beginning to turn to the reds and browns of autumn. The air through the open roof blew cool and pleasant on her face as she thought over the coming meeting or exchanged a word, half chaff, half earnest, with her companion.

How well she remembered that marvellous evening when ‘the affair’ had begun! As Jack threaded through the traffic of the Lisburn Road she pictured again the scene.

It was almost exactly six months earlier, at the end of February. She was sitting with her father and mother after supper, her father reading the paper, her mother knitting silently and herself with a book. She could remember every detail of the scene, her father sitting crosswise in his chair to get the light more directly on his page, the rubbed patches on the old brown velvet jacket he wore in the evenings, his two sticks placed within easy reach of his hand. She could see again the steel grey of the wool her mother was using, the dancing blue flames from the beech log on the fire, the luxurious abandon with which the large tabby lay extended on the hearthrug. And she remembered her own feelings of unrest and expectancy, of disappointment and of hope—not that she would have admitted these to any living soul.

Her worry was that Jack was overdue. He had promised to come in about eight, and it was now getting on towards nine and there was still no sign of him. Some question of amateur theatricals was to be talked over. They were doing The Yeomen of the Guard in aid of local charities, and she and Jack were taking part. The affair required a lot of discussion. Almost every night some point arose which had to be thrashed out. And until now Jack had never failed to turn up to do it.

Nine came and half-past nine, and then Mr Grey went to bed. He had been in the linen business, owning his own mill and being at one time quite well off. But he had met with an accident. His car had been run into by a lorry and he had been left crippled and an invalid. He had had to retire, and as the depression was then beginning, he had not sold his business to much advantage. The slump had played havoc with his investments, and now the family was tightly pressed for money. Had it not been for Mrs Grey they would have fared badly indeed. She took their financial cares on her shoulders and her unfailing cheerfulness made things run comparatively smoothly. She went to help her husband to bed and Pam was left alone.

Annoyed as Pam was by Jack’s defection, she could not refrain from putting down her book and letting her thoughts centre on him. How splendid he really was, so straight and decent, and in spite of his being late tonight, how utterly dependable! Not too brilliantly clever perhaps, but such a dear! He was like a great dog, strong and brave as a lion, though perhaps none the worse for a little gentle suggestion as to the direction his energies should take. Pam smiled dreamily as she told herself that in future she should be the person to provide that suggestion. She could indeed make him do anything she liked, except where his ‘not done’ code was involved: then he could be as pigheaded as anyone. Never mind! She loved him the better for it.

Then at last at nearly ten o’clock came the quick step on the gravel and the ring on the front door bell. Pam had an urge to rush out, snatch open the door and fling her arms round Jack. But she restrained herself, deliberately even sat for a few moments before going to the hall. Jack must not be spoiled. He must make proper explanations and apologies before he could be received into full favour.

But Jack, when at last the door opened, was evidently thinking of neither of the one nor the other. Without ceremony he caught her in his arms and squeezed her to him, then planted a rather hasty kiss on her lips, put her down, and pushed his way in as if taking her joy at seeing him for granted.

‘I thought you were coming at eight o’clock,’ Pam said rather primly.

He brushed the suggestion airily aside. ‘I know. Couldn’t get away. Look here, Pam, I’ve something to tell you. Come out for a walk, will you? I can’t talk here in the hall.’

She looked at him more critically. He was unduly excited. Something had certainly happened.

‘You can come into the sitting room, I suppose?’ she suggested coolly. The apology she considered inadequate.

He looked in and saw it was empty. ‘Yes, I suppose so. Your father gone to bed?’

‘Yes. Is it the costumes? Have they not turned up?’

He made a gesture relegating costumes to the limbo of the forgotten. ‘Of course it’s not the costumes,’ he declared. ‘Costumes!’ he repeated in a voice of ineffable scorn. ‘I’ve got something more interesting to talk about.’

‘You’re very mysterious,’ she said thawing.

‘It’s nothing now,’ he returned as he dropped into Mr Grey’s arm chair and pulled out his cigarette case. ‘But it’s what it might become.’ He held out the case. ‘There seems to be no end to the possibilities.’

‘Incidentally you might mention what you’re talking about.’

‘Isn’t that what I’m doing? I don’t think I told you, but two or three days ago I met M‘Morris. As a rule, you know, I haven’t much use for M‘Morris, but this time he stopped and began to talk. Said he’d just been coming to see me to know whether he could interest me in a scheme that he was pretty much interested in himself and that he wanted some help with. He said if the thing was a success there would be pretty big money in it for all concerned.’

Pam looked doubtful. ‘I never cared much for Ned M‘Morris,’ she declared. ‘What’s the scheme?’

‘Something chemical: I haven’t got the details yet. They think they’ve made some discovery that’ll simply ooze money. But they want to do some more working out first to make sure everything’s O.K.’

‘They?’

‘Yes, M‘Morris and his friend Ferris. I’ve just been seeing them. That’s what kept me.’

‘And what do they want you to do?’

‘Us.’

‘Us?’

‘Yes, it’s you they want particularly. I’m only a cog: you’re the mainspring that everything depends on.’

Pam was getting annoyed. ‘For pity’s sake will you explain the thing so that I’ll know what you’re talking about. What under the sun have I to do with it?’

‘Well, you’re a chemist, aren’t you?’

‘I’ve done some chemistry at Queen’s, if that’s what you mean.’

‘They want a chemist to help with the experiments.’

‘And what are you going to do? You’re no chemist.’

‘I’m to look after the legal side and the correspondence and so on. And I can give a hand with the experiments too if I’m shown what to do.’

Pam gurgled happily. ‘A fat lot of use you’d be. “What’s this muck in this jug? Well, let’s shove in some of this bottle and see what happens,” and the whole thing goes up in the air. I can just see you in a lab.’

‘My legal advice is what is really wanted,’ Jack said with dignity.

This time Pam fairly hooted. ‘They may be fools, but they couldn’t be as bad as that. Go on; tell me some more.’

‘I don’t consider your conversation at all seemly. It’ll have to be dealt with.’

The discussion was interrupted while Jack took his tribute with kisses and Pam retaliated by boxing his ears.

‘You were saying?’ Pam suggested when the interlude was past.

‘They want us to lunch with them tomorrow. At the Station Hotel. They’re doing the thing in style. At this lunch they’ll tell us the whole story. You’ll come, Pam, won’t you? Do be a sport and come.’

‘Of course I’ll come.’

So the fateful meeting was arranged.

Next day shortly after one o’clock Jack called with the car and drove Pam into Belfast to the L.M.S. Station. In the lounge of the hotel two young men awaited them with an air of subdued excitement.

Edward M‘Morris and his friend, whom he introduced as Fred Ferris from the city of Newry, were contrasts in almost every particular. M‘Morris was tall and thin, taciturn and of gloomy disposition: Ferris was short, stout and jolly. M‘Morris was pale with long lank yellow hair and normal though undistinguished features: Ferris was swarthy of skin with thick dark hair and unusual ears, which had small well-formed upper portions and quite disproportionately long lobes. M‘Morris if anything looked rather stupid and was evidently considerably under his friend’s influence: in Ferris’s little black eyes the sharp twinkle indicated a particularly wide awake and dominating mind. Both seemed a trifle ill at ease and were obviously on their best behaviour.

Though M‘Morris had never been a special friend of Pam or Jack, they had known him for years. He lived about a mile from Hillsborough in the direction of Glenavy. He was, like them, a member of several of the local organisations, the tennis and badminton clubs and the dramatic society, and they had met at the houses of mutual friends. He was a technical assistant on the staff of Messrs Currie & M‘Master, the analytical chemists, of Howard Street, Belfast. So much Pam knew, and after what Jack had told her, she was not greatly surprised when Ferris was introduced as another technical assistant in the same firm. He, it came out in the course of conversation, was unmarried and lived in rooms in Belfast.

After cocktails they went in to lunch. The brunt of the conversation fell on Ferris and Jack. M‘Morris had not much to say, and what he did say had rather the effect of bringing the efforts of the others to a standstill. Pam was not quite at her ease. She felt a little distrustful of the whole affair, and she feared she might be let in for something she would dislike.

The business of the meeting was not mentioned till lunch was over and they were sitting over coffee in a corner of the deserted upstairs writing room. Then M‘Morris opened the ball.

‘I told Penrose last night, Miss Grey, that Ferris had made a chemical discovery and we think it is one of the most important made in this century. But I think he could tell you about it better himself, so I suggest he does so.’

‘Lazy pig,’ said Ferris with a slightly deprecating smile and his black eyes snapped with excitement, ‘you might occasionally do something for your keep.’ Then to Pam. ‘Well, if he won’t tell you, Miss Grey, I will. But that’s right, what he says. We’ve made a discovery and we think it’s a very big thing. For the matter of that, we know it’s a very big thing. I don’t want you to think it’s complete, for it isn’t, but if we could complete it, it would be one of the biggest things ever anyone got hold of.’

He paused, watching them shrewdly. Then as neither spoke, he went on.

‘You’ll be thinking I’m putting it on the high side. Well, I’m not, as you’ll see when I tell you what it is. If we could get it properly completed there’d be more money in it than all the lot of us together could handle. More money than we could estimate. A fortune for everyone connected with it. Now see, here’s what we want.’

Again he paused and again neither Jack nor Pam spoke.

‘What we want,’ he continued, ‘is to work at the thing and see if we can’t get it completed. But as things are, we can’t, and you’ll see why easily enough. We’re not millionaires and we’ve got to live on what we earn. We’d like to get some help. We wondered if you, Miss Grey, and Penrose would come into the thing and help us on a share the profits basis?’

‘How could we help you if we did?’ Pam asked.

Ferris looked at M‘Morris as if for inspiration. ‘We thought if we could raise the necessary cash that M‘Morris and I would devote our whole time to the thing,’ he went on. ‘There would be too much for two, and so we wondered if you would agree to work with us. We know of course you’ve done chemistry.’

‘Not enough for that, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh, yes, quite enough. I would fix up a programme of work.’

‘And what about the spot of cash?’ Jack put in.

Again Ferris looked as for help to his silent friend. ‘We think that might be met. We think there might be someone found who would finance us, of course on the share the profits basis. However, let’s leave that for the moment. Might I—eh—ask if you would feel disposed to come in?’

Pam looked at Jack. ‘We couldn’t say, could we, without knowing something more about it?’

‘Ah, sure that has answered my question,’ Ferris interposed swiftly, ‘or anyway I hope it has. Certainly you’d want all details, and it was to give these we suggested this meeting.’

He paused while a waiter came in, glanced about him, and then disappeared with the coffee cups. It was very silent in the room, which they still had to themselves. The bulk of the hotel lay between them and the trains, and on a Saturday afternoon there was little more than an occasional tram passing outside the windows in Whitla Street. Pam glanced at the three men’s expressions; Jack stolidly expectant, M‘Morris anxious rather than sanguine, Ferris, master of himself and the situation and with his eyes twinkling more shrewdly than ever.

Whatever the result of the afternoon’s deliberations, Pam was enjoying herself. Whatever she was to hear, it couldn’t fail to be interesting. And the prospect held out was alluring. She was fond of chemical work, particularly of research, and there was nothing she would have liked better than to join in perfecting some process, particularly if there was a chance of money at the end of it. She hesitated because—she didn’t like to admit it even to herself, but she wondered whether she entirely trusted those two? Ferris’s eye was very sharp, and he was very polite. Almost oily. Was he too polite to be quite wholesome? Then his voice interrupted her thoughts.

‘There’s just one preliminary,’ he was saying with some slight appearance of embarrassment. ‘You’ll understand that the story is confidential. If a whisper got about as to what we’re after, chemists over all the world would be tumbling over each other to forestall us. We’re not wanting to risk that. I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to keep what I’m telling you to your two selves.’

‘I promise, of course.’

‘Thanks. And you, Penrose?’

‘Wouldn’t think of mentioning it.’

‘Sure I know I needn’t have asked. Still maybe it was as well. Right then, I can go ahead.’

He settled himself more comfortably in his chair and began his story, speaking with a certain amount of gesture and in a way that compelled interest and attention.
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As Pamela Grey Saw It

‘It was six months or more ago,’ Ferris went on, ‘that Currie, one of our respected principals, was reading a paper before some society and he asked me to do some experiments to illustrate his remarks. It was on polymorphism and he had—’

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Pam broke in, ‘but if you’re going to be understood, you must translate. Jack knows nothing of chemistry.’

‘I’m not a chemistry fiend,’ Penrose admitted judicially, ‘but if you can talk English, I’ll understand it.’

‘Right-o. I’ll talk in words of one syllable. Polymorphism means that certain substances can exist in more than one form. We have, for example, water, steam and ice. Speaking roughly, all three forms are composed of the same elements in the same proportions, but some people think that the atoms of each have a different arrangement.’

‘I can understand that,’ said Jack.

‘I wish I could,’ Ferris answered. ‘Anyway, several substances besides water occur in different forms, having different properties. Many of these are due to different crystalline arrangement, when they are called allotropic modifications. I needn’t go into it. There’s red and yellow sulphur, for example, and many others.

‘Going back to water, there’s a fourth form, besides water as we know it, steam and ice. There’s what has been called heavy water: water of the same elements as ordinary water, but with some of the elements in their heavy form. This liquid is heavier than ordinary water bulk for bulk. Its properties are different in other ways from ordinary water. Again I needn’t go into it?’

‘We’ll take it as read,’ said Jack.

‘All I’m trying to make clear is that polymorphism or this change in the form of a substance is a common thing in nature and every year they’re finding out more instances of it.’

‘I did a little of that in my chemistry course,’ said Pam.

‘That’s great. Then you won’t have any difficulty in following what I’m going to tell you. Well, Currie had a theory about heavy water that he wanted to put up in his paper, and I was working on it. I needn’t describe my experiments, but they were connected with passing various radiations through the water. I was working with a small quantity of water, about a tablespoonful, I should say. Ordinary water, I mean: not heavy water. I had the water in a test tube before I went for lunch, ready for me to begin work on it when I got back.

‘It happened that day M‘Morris had met some friends for lunch and they had got a bit jolly. You wouldn’t think it to look at M‘Morris, but it did happen. When he got back to the lab the idiot side of him was uppermost: and there’s a good deal of it, though again you mightn’t think it.’

‘Shut up, you silly ass,’ M‘Morris grunted. ‘Don’t mind him, Miss Grey. There’s not a word of truth in it.’

‘All right, you were perfectly normal and serious in what you did. Not through any joke but in perfect seriousness, as he now tells you, it occurred to him that it would be a wise and intelligent act to remove the water from my test tube and substitute petrol, which he happened to be using to fill a lighter. You wouldn’t believe it, but that’s what he did. Might have blown the whole place sky high.’

‘Rot! It couldn’t have done any harm at all, that little quantity. I’m not saying it was a very high type of humour, but some of us thought it would be interesting to see what Ferris would do when he didn’t get his reaction. Great new discovery in physical science made by Mr Fred Ferris and all that. Besides, see what the result has been.’

‘No thanks to you that any of us are alive. However, we needn’t pursue that side of it.’

‘Take it as read too,’ put in Jack.

‘Well, I don’t mind telling you that I was altogether done down by it. I got back from lunch and started on what I thought was water. And then I got the shock of my life.

‘It didn’t react as water should, but a pretty queer thing did happen. When the rays passed through it began to shrink. The volume decreased. It decreased till it was about two-thirds its former size.

‘I couldn’t make head nor tail of it. I kept the radiation on till all the shrinking seemed to be done. I thought I had somehow vaporised part of the water, but I hadn’t seen any steam. Then I wondered if I’d got some new form of heavy water. You understand I’d never carried out the experiment in quite the same way before. Certain unusual features were present which I needn’t go into. I can tell you I was fairly excited, but I decided to keep the thing to myself till I would find out more about it.

‘I next took the liquid from the apparatus and began to test it to see whether it really was heavy water. I found it extraordinarily inert. It had neither smell, taste nor colour, nor could I get any reaction from it of any kind or sort. It was clearly not ordinary water, nor the usual form of heavy water, and I thought I had come on still another polymorphic form.

‘Then I tried to repeat the experiment, and I was bothered worse than ever. I couldn’t repeat it. I couldn’t get the new liquid again.

‘I puzzled and puzzled, but couldn’t get any light. Then M‘Morris’s questions made me suspicious. He seemed to know too much. I pressed him till he admitted what he’d done.’

This story was quite unlike anything Pam had expected to hear. She was listening with immense interest, but still she couldn’t see what was coming or where the tale was leading. Jack was obviously interested, too. The others were clearly delighted with the way the tale was going.

‘You can imagine my next step. I tried again with the petrol and I got the same result as before. I was able to turn petrol into a new form, a new liquid I might say, a heavier liquid of smaller bulk, and so far as I could find, completely inert. Certainly it had lost all the properties of ordinary petrol.

‘Though I didn’t see then what this might involve, I swore M‘Morris to silence, and when we could, both of us worked at the affair. We learnt a good deal about the stuff, its atomic weight, and things like that, but nothing more of real interest. Except this—that I was able to prove that what I had was a dimorphic modification and not a new chemical form.’

‘By which,’ Pam added for Jack’s benefit, ‘I presume you mean that what you had was still petrol, though in another form, and not some other chemical compound?’

‘That’s putting it absolutely correctly. Well, by this time I had begun to look at the thing from the practical side instead of considering it a mere scientific curiosity. And I soon saw, as I expect you’ve seen by now, that there might be simply tremendous consequences in it. The great objection to petrol was its danger. Petrol in the new form was inert and therefore safe. It could be carried and handled and taken up in aeroplanes in complete safety. Being smaller in bulk, it could be transported more cheaply.

‘But obviously all these advantages could not be obtained if petrol proved to be monotropic. I mean’—he glanced at Jack—‘if the modification could only be made in one direction. Ordinary petrol could be changed into this inert liquid, but that was no use practically unless the inert liquid could be changed back again into ordinary petrol. If it could, and if it could be done simply and cheaply, I seemed to see cars and planes filled with safe, inert liquid, which just as it reached the motor was changed into the power stuff we know. You follow me?’

Pam certainly followed him. She sat motionless, trying to take in the vastness of the idea, and rather overwhelmed by it all. Why, if what Ferris was hinting at proved possible, there would simply be no end to the profits. Everyone would use the new stuff. Probably it would be made illegal to take the old explosive variety on to a public road or to fly with it. A safe petrol was one of the things the world most wanted. She almost gasped as she envisaged the possibilities.

‘Jolly fine notion, what?’ Jack pronounced, obviously also impressed.

‘Go on,’ Pam murmured to Ferris.

Ferris was clearly having the time of his life. His face was wreathed in smiles and his black eyes snapped with delight. He had probably been looking forward to this moment for weeks past. He settled himself in his chair and continued in a slightly more consequential manner.

‘You can imagine my next step. I again swore M‘Morris to secrecy, and we began going back to the lab in the evenings and working at the problem. Then I thought that if we were found at this, my results might be claimed by the firm, so we scraped up some money and took a room and worked there instead.

‘I needn’t tell you what we did, the hundreds, the thousands of attempts we made to solve the problem. For five months we spent practically every evening and weekend in that cursed room, trying one idea after another till both of us were sick and tired of the sight of the place, and were getting badly knocked up. I don’t mind admitting that I was considering giving up the job and getting what kudos I could out of reading a paper on what I had already done. And then, just a week ago, I solved it.’

‘Solved it?’ Pam repeated.

‘Solved it!’

‘You mean you turned the inert stuff back into ordinary petrol?’

Ferris grinned delightedly. ‘That’s just what I do mean. I’ve proved the stuff’s dimorphic; I can turn it backwards and forward from one form to the other just as I want to.’

Pam gave a great sigh while Jack murmured disjointed congratulations. Ferris sat smiling and rubbing his hands, the embodiment of delighted self-satisfaction. Already he was beginning to taste the triumph for which he had worked so long. Even M‘Morris looked happy.

‘Go on,’ Pam said again. ‘Let’s hear more details.’

Ferris’s face changed. ‘That’s the best side of it I’ve told you,’ he continued. ‘That was the great difficulty, and it’s been overcome. But I don’t mean that the whole problem has been solved. Not by any means. There’s a whole lot still to be done. If I tell you two further points, it’ll let you know just how the affair stands.’

‘It seems to me utterly wonderful,’ Pam interjected. ‘It’s so big and far reaching. It looks like a glimpse into a new world. There’s simply no end to what it may involve.’

‘That’s what M‘Morris and I think. I’m glad you agree—gladder than you’d believe. Well, let me tell you.

‘There are two further points, and one of them is as much for us as the other is against us. The first is that if you start the stuff changing, it’ll go on doing it till it is all used up. I mean, suppose you have a litre of petrol. Well, if by radiation under special conditions you can start a cubic centimetre to change, you can cut off your radiation. The change will creep over the whole litre. It’s like several other cases which you know. Take chlorate of potassium and picric acid powders. A drop of sulphuric acid will explode any amount of the mixture—not only the place where the drop falls, but the whole of it. The chemical change seems to creep from the point it starts at over the whole mass. It’s the same with this. The point is that with a tiny initial expenditure of power, an infinitely great quantity of the stuff can be changed. That means cheapness.’

‘I should say so,’ agreed Pam. ‘Do you mean in both directions?’

‘Yes, in both directions. Once ordinary petrol is started to change, the whole volume will turn. And the same is true of turning inert into ordinary.’

‘It’s—it’s overwhelming. I simply can’t take it in.’

‘Now,’ went on Ferris, ‘for the bad point—the snag. Once you start changing the stuff, you can’t stop it—not till the whole volume is changed. It goes on in spite of you. I mean you can’t change half of a litre. If you start with the litre at all the whole thing will go.’

Pam thought. ‘But I don’t see that that matters. Why should you want to stop?’

Ferris drew back and shook his head knowingly. ‘As far as I see, it matters quite a lot. In fact, it matters so much that unless we can get over it we can’t get very far with our scheme. You see, take an aeroplane. You change your petrol into inert stuff to carry in your tanks, so that if there’s an accident there’d be no fire. Now, to use it in your motor you must change it back again. But you only want to change just enough for one stroke. You see? You don’t want to change back all you’re carrying. If you do, the whole advantage of the inert stuff is gone. But that’s just what you can’t do—so far. If you change enough for one stroke of the motor, say, in the carburettor, it’ll creep back through the feed pipes and change all that’s in the tanks.’

‘And if that happened you might as well not have started in to do anything?’ Jack interrupted. ‘Yes, I’ve got that. Then what do you propose?’

Ferris moved uneasily. His self-satisfaction grew less in evidence. This was clearly not so congenial a part of the interview.

‘Well, it’s like this,’ he said with a sharp glance at M‘Morris. ‘Suppose we represent the total work that’s wanted to make this affair a gold mine by a hundred per cent, we’ve already done ninety or ninety-five. What I mean is that so much has been done, that comparatively little more should finish it up. M‘Morris and I have worked at it on and off for nearly six months. If we could only get at it for a bit longer, particularly if we had Miss Grey’s help, I believe a short time would do the trick.’

‘Then why not do it?’

Ferris laughed. ‘Food,’ he said shortly. ‘Food and lodging and a spot of clothes. I mean we can’t carry on two jobs any longer—it’s too much for us. And we can’t afford to give up the one we’re paid for. You can be pretty sure, Penrose, that if we could have worked the thing alone, we should not have invited anyone into it with us, not even you and Miss Grey. But we can’t go on without help.’

Jack looked over doubtfully. ‘I dare say Pam would agree to help,’ he said; ‘and I certainly would if I was any use. But I mean help with our hands. Neither of us can put up any cash. At least I can’t.’

‘I would help,’ Pam declared. ‘I’d love it. But, as Jack says, it could only be with my hands. I couldn’t put up any cash. I haven’t got any to put.’

Ferris made a gesture of understanding. ‘You’re very good, Miss Grey,’ he said with some warmth. ‘And you, too, Penrose. You’re already giving us as much as we could expect: encouragement and an offer of technical assistance. But there was something else we had in mind; and, to tell you the honest truth, I’m not particularly wanting to mention it.’

Jack lit another cigarette. ‘Get along,’ he invited. ‘We’re here to hear the whole story, aren’t we?’

Once again Ferris changed his position. Then he looked at M‘Morris with a crooked grin. ‘Your turn, old man,’ he declared. ‘I’ve been talking too much.’

‘Just do your own dirty work,’ M‘Morris returned indignantly. ‘You’ll want the lion’s share in the square-up. Just go ahead and earn it.’

The others laughed and Ferris, with some show of embarrassment, returned to the subject.

‘We were thinking, M‘Morris and I, that if we could find some wealthy man who was interested in inventions and so on, he might care to come in on this. There would be a certain risk, of course. He might lose every penny he put in. But, on the other hand, he might make a hundred per cent, perhaps a thousand per cent. And he wouldn’t lose much if we did fail. Not enough to make any difference to him. Much less than many a man would put on a horse at one race. Far from doing us a favour, we should be giving him a chance that nine men out of ten would jump at.’

Jack grinned. ‘But could he be made to see that?’

‘I think so. After all, M‘Morris and I are not altogether fools in the way of chemistry, and we’d be showing our belief in the thing by giving up our jobs—the only thing we have to live by. I think a reasonable man could be convinced easily enough.’

Jack shook his head. ‘He’d be darned suspicious that you wanted some of his money for nothing, I’m afraid. Anyway, where would we find such a man?’

‘That’s the point—you’ve got to it now.’ Ferris glanced quickly up, and his eyes almost crackled. ‘We think we’ve found him.’

‘You’ve found him? Who is he?’ from Jack.

‘Do we know him, Mr Ferris?’ from Pam.

Ferris bent forward and spoke much more seriously. ‘Yes, you know him, both of you. You know him very well, Miss Grey. You mustn’t mind what I’m going to say. It’s Mr Whiteside.’

‘Oh,’ said Pam, and relapsed into silence.

Instantly she felt a wave of disappointment sweep over her. She had at first and unwillingly suspected an ulterior motive—and here it was. It was not her chemical knowledge and help these two wanted, still less was it Jack’s legal knowledge. It was George Whiteside’s money. She saw now the true inwardness of the whole manœuvre. Jack was approached only because they wanted to get hold of her, and she was wanted simply that she might act as a channel to George Whiteside, so that they might get money out of him. Interested as she had been, she had never wholly trusted either Ferris or M‘Morris. Now she saw that she had been justified.

William Grey, Pam’s father, and George Whiteside were first cousins. Old Mr Whiteside had occupied a high position in one of the Belfast shipyards, though he had retired some years earlier. He was now far advanced in the seventies, though he was still hale and hearty. He was a rich man and certainly could do what Ferris suggested without feeling it. He and Pam were close allies. Indeed Pam was treated as one of the family.

The Whitesides, father and two daughters, lived at Carnalea, near Bangor, on the Co. Down shore of Belfast Lough, and Pam spent a good deal of time with them. Mrs Whiteside had been dead for some years, and the girls ran the house for their father.

For a moment annoyance and a slight disgust filled Pam’s mind, then there came a reaction. She wondered whether she was not misjudging Ferris. After all, Cousin George was just the man to be interested in a thing of the kind. He had himself taken out many patents, and he liked nothing better than to be in the forefront of discovery and invention. And the amount of money Ferris wanted would be the merest bagatelle to him; he simply would not notice it. Even if he lost it all, Pam believed he would willingly pay it for the interest which the scheme might give him. And his life since his retirement was dull enough. It might indeed be worth putting the thing up to him. Besides, he was very far indeed from being a fool, and he knew something about chemistry. If these two hadn’t a really genuine proposition, he would pretty soon find it out.

Pam was also impressed by Ferris’s own argument that he and M‘Morris believed enough in their idea to give up their own job for it. In these times of unemployment that was, after all, a fairly severe test. No, perhaps she had been wrong in jumping too quickly to a conclusion.

‘And you want me to ask him?’ she said at length.

‘We wondered would you?’ Ferris answered. ‘You may think, Miss Grey, that our taking you and Penrose into our confidence was just a trick to get an approach to Mr Whiteside. Well, maybe it was. But you can judge of the proposition we want to put up. If you think it isn’t a suitable one, then don’t go further with it. We want to leave the decision entirely to yourself.’

This was straightforward and direct enough. She had judged too quickly. There was a lot to be said for the case Ferris had made out. But he was speaking again.

‘Perhaps I should tell you what was in our minds about dividing up any moneys we may get out of it. I thought—M‘Morris agrees with me—that if you and Penrose and Mr Whiteside come in we ought to divide our profits into seven parts. Two parts each to M‘Morris and myself, and one part to you other three. That would be subject to Mr Whiteside being first paid back what he advanced. We think it’s fair to ask double shares for ourselves, as the idea is ours, and because of all the work we’ve already put in. But,’ he smiled crookedly, ‘we would be open to reconsidering this if it be thought desirable.’

‘It could only be reconsidered to give you and Mr M‘Morris a larger share,’ Pam returned. ‘No, I think that’s a very handsome suggestion. What do you say, Jack?’

‘Quite all right. And I think they’re right about Mr Whiteside, too. He’d love it. You go down tomorrow and ask him, Pam. Or I’ll drive you down now.’

Keen delight shone in Ferris’s eyes at this sturdy support for his proposal. Obviously nothing could have pleased either him or M‘Morris better. ‘That would be splendid if Miss Grey would agree,’ he said tentatively. ‘If Mr Whiteside could be sounded, we would be available to put up our case at any time that he might arrange.’

‘If he goes into it at all, he’ll want to go into it at once. I’d suggest your coming, too, but it might look as if we were trying to rush him. Better stay near a telephone, so that we can get you if you’re wanted. Do you agree, Pam?’

Pam thought the arrangement was admirable, and they proceeded forthwith to put it into practice. She and Jack left at once for Carnalea, while the others remained in the hotel, so as to be in reach of the telephone. Whatever was arranged with Mr Whiteside, Jack was to let them know without delay.

The Penrose car bore two excited people from the station out into Whitla Street.




3

As Pamela Grey Saw It

The short February day was already drawing to a close as Jack and Pam drove out along the Bangor road. It was fine with a clear sky, but a bite in the air suggested frost. There was but little traffic, and Jack drove quickly. They soon passed through the rather drab streets on the east side of the Lagan and out into the comparative country of Sydenham. Then came Holywood and the rich, well-timbered estates leading up to Craigavad. An occasional glimpse of the Lough, the tiny village of Crawfordsburn, and finally Carnalea and the turn to the sea.

They passed the railway at Carnalea Station and went on down the road to the shore. The Whitesides lived in a red brick house of many gables standing in its own ground, one boundary being the beach itself. The space between the house and the beach had been levelled and turfed, making a lawn with a couple of tennis courts in the centre. Low evergreen shrubs where the ground sloped down to the shingle made the place private, but left the view open to the sea. In summer the outlook over the Lough was charming, with the ever changing colours of the water and the undulating line of the Antrim coast stretching from the dark square tower of Carrickfergus Castle to the bluff cliffs of Black Head and the Gobbins. On specially clear days the faintest trace of the far off Mull of Kintyre showed to the right of the Gobbins, an ethereal blue band above the hard black line of the sea. But in winter the view had to be paid for, when wild nor’-westers snorted in over a Lough of lead flecked with white, and masses of spindrift were carried across the grass and up to the windows of the house itself. Pam loved the sea in all its moods, whether it roared in its fury or, as it was now, dark and silent, though with a faint reflection from the still luminous western sky.

As they approached the door it opened, and a young woman appeared. She waved her arm.

‘Hallo!’ she cried. ‘Good business! We’re all alone, and were hoping someone would turn up. Tea’s just coming in, and after it we might try the new ping-pong table.’

This was Dorothy Whiteside, commonly called Dot. Between her and her sister Daphne there was the same contrast as between Ferris and M‘Morris. Dot was short, dark, energetic, and inclined to be stout; Daphne was tall, fair, thin and languid. As they invariably went about together, it was perhaps inevitable that the ‘p’ of Daphne’s name should be turned into an ‘s’, and that she should be called Dash. Dot and Dash made a formidable combination socially, and were in constant request by hostesses. Wherever games or dancing were to be found, there usually were the sisters.

‘We’d love some tea,’ Pam answered, ‘but I’m afraid we can’t stop to play. We really just dropped in for a minute to ask Cousin George a question. Some technical thing Jack’s interested in.’

‘Oh, rot. What’s the hurry? Dad’s in his room. Go and ask your question and then come back and have tea and a game.’

With the first part of the programme Pam was in full agreement. She murmured a reply and then moved on towards the library.

George Whiteside was seated in a deep armchair before the fire with a technical shipping journal open on his knees. Though retired, he liked to keep himself up to date in his former profession. He was a long-faced old man with a spikey nose and a clever, whimsical mouth. He loved a joke and the last word in an argument, and for relaxation read three detective novels a week. He greeted Pam and Jack jovially, but pointed out that they had come to the wrong room, as he didn’t suppose it was to see him that they were there.

‘Oh, but that’s just where you’re wrong, Cousin George,’ Pam retorted. ‘It’s you and nobody else we came down to see.’

He pretended to be overwhelmed by the honour, adding darkly that he expected there was a reason.

‘Of course there’s a reason. Jack’s legal mind, you know. You won’t catch him doing things from impulse.’

For a few minutes they sparred amicably in accordance with the old man’s mood, then Pam came to business.

‘We’ve got rather an interesting thing to tell you,’ she began with guile. ‘It interested us, who are not scientific, but it’ll simply thrill you. The very latest and most wonderful discovery, and we know the man who made it.’

Whiteside allowed himself a little sceptical chaff, but Pam could see he was interested, and when she went on to say that she and Jack had been sworn to silence, and that he must pass his word before she could go on, she saw that she had him properly hooked.

‘If you’re sworn to silence, why are you telling me?’ he asked.

‘Because we’re going to make you an offer. We’re going to let you in on it—if you want to come, of course—and, of course, on terms. You’ll find it the most fascinating thing you ever took up—far more interesting than that old stuff.’ She indicated the shipping journal with a disparaging gesture.

The old man chuckled. He liked Pam and was pleased to have her come and talk to him. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘terms! What a weight of meaning there is in the word! You remind me of poor old Magee. You could see the point of his funny stories about an hour before he got there himself. And what is it I’m to have the privilege of paying for?’

‘You won’t get anything at all if you don’t treat it more seriously,’ Pam
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