
        
            
                
            
        





	 

	 

	"Not so much science fiction as a dramatic and imaginative extension of the news."

	Saturday Review

	
"Goes off like a bomb in your lap,"

	Daily Express

	
"As startling as it is realistic."

	Box Office

	
"A fascinating yarn."

	Variety

	
Rave reviews for the motion picture are only the beginning for this unique artistic accomplishment. Vai Guest's and Wolf Mankowitz's screenplay provided talented actors with the wherewithal for their fine performances.

	
And Guest and Markowitz gave Barry Wells the basis for a novel that captures the authentic Fleet Street background to make the major theme of The Day the Earth Caught Fire so terrifyingly real.
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	ONE

	The rain was snarling down relentlessly on a soaked and miserable Fleet Street. The clock outside St. Dunstan's Church pointed to a couple of minutes past six, and another relay of office workers had just escaped from another day's bondage.

	Some took smart and instant refuge in the friendly warmth of the pubs. The Punch, the Bell, the Falstaff and the Cock became temporary havens from the rain that penetrated shoes and made raincoats soggy.

	Might as well have a couple of quickies before starting on the nightly pilgrimage to Darkest Camberwell, or Finchley, or where you will. "This perishing weather drives a man to drink." 

	"What a summer! It fairly gets on your nerves, doesn't it? Ah well, cheerio. . . and the same again, miss. . ." '

	An optimist tried to flag a cruising cab, but the driver shook his head coldly, and the soaked man hurriedly stepped back out of the gutter, cursing the cocky independence of the London cab-driver. Small groups stood huddled in shop and office entrances, all poised to make a wild dash when the right bus arrived.

	Others stood stoically in the bus queues. They stood with shoulders hunched, philosophically facing the fact that they couldn't get much wetter and they'd be sure of not getting squeezed off the bus, though it was bound to be full. Always was on a night like this. The bus arrived, splashing the little group outside Jack Hobbs' sports outfitters.

	A sweet young thing looked down at her shapely but now undeniably muddy leg and said something tersely uncharacteristic to her companion. Clutching their evening papers they clambered on to the bus. "Two to Charing Cross, please." Silently they turned to their limp papers, gazed with unseeing, uncomprehending and uninterested eyes at the front page headlines and laboriously turned to the gossip column. It would be good to get home, get outside something hot and settle down for an evening's TV. Pity 'Ancock's not on tonight. But there'd be something. There always was.

	A soaked, uncomfortable London was going home.

	But for many people "home" was still many arduous man-hours away. It was, as usual, action stations for Fleet Street and the men and women who serve it. In the small, often shabby cubicles that represent the London offices of the provincial and foreign press, men were crouched over desks and telephones. Fleet Street, as such, is mainly composed of such tiny outposts of journalism. For Fleet Street has spread its wings.

	The Daily Mirror with its modern eye-catching building dominates Holborn Circus. The News of the World is in the offshoot of Bouverie Street. Old Auntie Times benevolently overlooks London's new attraction, the Mermaid Theatre on the Embankment. The Mail, News and Sketch also operate near the Embankment. The Herald and People are near Covent Garden. They are of Fleet Street, but not in it.

	In Fleet Street itself, there's the Press Association and Reuters building but, here, only two big newspapers have their headquarters. The grey sombre stone building which houses the Daily Telegraph stands nearly cheek by jowl with the twenty-eight-year-old black glass building of the Daily Express, built on the site of the old Sausage Shop. They give the impression, as one irreverent wag was heard to remark, of a sober business man taking his secretary out to lunch

	Behind the shining walls of the Daily Express building something like 2,000 men and women are devoted to the task of cringing the world's news to over four million breakfast tables As well as colleagues the world over.

	It is an impressive thought for anyone who cares to ponder it. "The snag is," would-be cynics in the Street tend to say, "nobody ever bloody well does think about it. The only time people really think about newspapers is when they come down to breakfast on Good Friday and Christmas Day and find there aren't any. Then listen to them moaning!"

	But despite all the wisecracks it doesn't prevent every newspaperman worth his salt giving every ounce of thought, patience, energy, skill and imagination that he has to make tomorrow's sheet the best possible. Though he knows that within twenty-four hours the paper will be put to any one of a dozen utilitarian purposes such as lining cupboards, wrapping up fish and chips---or worse.

	A wise newspaperman is dedicated, though if anybody accused him of such a quality he would be liable to look moodily into his tankard and say: "Ah, get stuffed, man!"

	 

	Inside the News Room of the Daily Express, as the rain slashed monotonously against the windows, there was the usual intense peak time activity. Just gone six and the first edition was beginning to bubble. Tape machines rattled, typewriters clacked, phones jangled and a haze of tobacco smoke was beginning to form.

	There was a constant coming and going of men, all playing an ordered part in the plan. No panic, no fuss, but everything geared to the all-out effort that makes the strain of producing a daily newspaper one of the toughest operations imaginable.

	An alert, sharp-featured, youngish man, shirt-sleeved, hair and tie just slightly awry, was at his desk busily working on tear-offs with swift, practised strokes of his red pencil. Dave Davis, the sprightly News Editor, had an energetic nervy edginess that only wound down when the last edition was safely to bed.

	Despite his know-how the nervousness was inevitable. Daily, he faced a recurring challenge. Outside, all over the world, things were happening---fast. Even faster he had to assess which of these events were the most important, which had to be played up to pander to the tastes of the paper's varied readers. The fact that in several other offices friendly rivals were facing the same problems for their own papers was not a consolation. But it was a constant spur. The news had to be juggled, played up, played down. But it had to be there next morning beside the Quaker Oats and eggs and bacon of the Daily Express public. Or else. . .

	Davis thrived on news. Anything that happened twenty-four hours ago was old-hat unless it provided a welcome follow-up. It was rumoured that even when his wife broke the news to him that they were going to have their first baby, he replied automatically: "That sounds great, darling. You're sure? Fine. But where's the angle?"

	He scribbled furiously. Near him sat a young reporter, looking deceptively idle as he scanned the Evening News. The phone on Davis's desk pealed. Automatically he unhooked it and, hardly pausing in his work, answered curtly:

	"Davis. . . Yes? . . ." He pulled a pad towards him. "When did it collapse. . . uh-huh. . . anyone in it? Look, try and get a local photographer. . ." He looked around as he was speaking. "Okay, I'll send someone down."

	He put down the receiver and said casually: "Oh, Mitchell."

	Mitchell tossed away his paper and replied: "Yes, Dave?" instinctively reaching for his jacket.

	The news editor tore the top sheet from his pad and thrust it at Mitchell. "More rain trouble. It's Ascot Racecourse. Seems the new grandstand's collapsed." He grunted, "The only thing that's not under water in that area seems to be Windsor Castle. Look, Martin's down there, and he's trying to get a local chap for pictures. But you'd better take a photographer with you if there's one free."

	"Right," said Mitchell, and was gone.

	Well, that was Mitchell's baby for awhile. Davis had plenty more problems but before he could settle down again he was interrupted by Gerry Reynolds, who came in carrying some copy. He perched cheerfully on Dave's desk and said: "I think Foreign will get the splash tonight, Dave. Big piece from Indonesia."

	The Foreign Editor wrapped the word "Indonesia" around his tongue with an obvious kick. For around five years Gerry Reynolds had been a foreign correspondent. He was the chap who used to disappear spasmodically and none of his drinking pals would know where he was till suddenly his name cropped up with such date lines as "Bhiwani, India, Tuesday," or "Gisborne, New Zealand, Wednesday," and everybody knew that Gerry had been looking into some geyser eruption or maybe a tribal uprising or, simply just nosing around. He'd breeze in, toss in some outrageous expenses which involved the accounts department tearing what was left of their hair in trying to convert kopeks into rupees, allowing for summer time and loss of money due to local exchange.

	He'd breeze over to Poppins, and drinking chums would say "Hi, Gerry. Had a good trip?" And then he'd be off again to some other outlandish spot. But whether it was a foreign crisis or some new dictator raising his ugly head, a royal wedding or just a down-to-earth look at what the natives of Uruguay were thinking about a Presidential election, Gerry Reynolds was invariably on hand.

	Then suddenly he was always around. He'd nonchalantly decided that planes had lost their enchantment, that he was tired of living in a suitcase and, in any case he'd never really had time to enjoy the far-flung spots to which he'd travelled. Besides, most places, the food didn't suit him.

	So, with an unrivalled knowledge of the world and a shrewd judgment, he became foreign editor and since then the farthest he had ever travelled from his home at Bexley-heath was to the Isle of Wight. He remembered that despite all his wanderings he had never till then seen Cowes. But still he got a vicarious thrill out of such superb place dropping as "Grahamstown? Ah yes, Cape of Good Hope. A bit hot in August."

	Gerry Reynolds mentioned Indonesia casually, but he hoped Dave Davis was appropriately impressed.

	"Big piece from Indonesia, eh?" asked the news editor. "We've got enough splashes from these floods." He flicked at a pile of items on his desk. "Exeter marooned. . . five to six feet of water on the main Devon roads. . . they're moving the marines in with high troop carriers at Teignmouth." He grinned at Reynolds knowing that to this man, who had datelined both dramatic and trivial yarns from every corner of the earth, the most unimportant paragraph from some godforsaken, unknown little village near the equator was more exciting than the ugliest race brawl in Nottinghill Gate. Certainly more exciting than all the floods in Cornwall.

	So Davis grinned, and said as if making a great concession: "Still, maybe we can find a bit of space for Indonesia."

	They smiled, respecting the other's function and know-how. Reynolds knew that the kidding was over and that the news editor's current headache was not only to serve his West Country readers, but everyone else with the story of floods. As of that moment that was the story.

	Davis called abruptly through a small window adjacent to his desk.

	"Steve, try and get a call through to Plymouth. Tell Denison to let us know the Lynmouth position." Steve nodded briefly and stretched to a phone.

	Ronnie, a young, eager copy-boy, bustled in with a handful of news slips. He was a cheerful Cockney from North London and he'd made the big step from being a butcher's errand boy in Muswell Hill to being an editor's errand boy in Fleet Street. To Ronnie the distinction was not subtle, but all-embracing.

	Here he was helping to handle, however humbly, the world's news. Ronnie only had a shadowy idea of where his future was but he knew instinctively that it had to be somewhere in this office where things were usually happening, where people knew what was happening almost before it did happen. Ronnie was always conscious of a tingle of excitement when he came into this key room. He would have been surprised if he had been told that he had the first symptoms of acute printitis.

	Ronnie looked for a clear space on Davis's desk, cluttered as usual. Reynolds turned to the items coming through on the news machine.

	He turned to Davis, reading: "Add Beauty Queen Riot. . . contestants sue each other. . ."

	He cocked his head as if to say "that sounds a pippin," and Davis sensed his thoughts. "Yes, we've got some great pictures, but Jeff says we're a family newspaper." It was a dictum that Jefferson, the Editor, was always impressing on his staff. Any tendency to mutter cynically: "Sure, but what kind of family?" was quelled by the thought that the Express was indeed a family paper.

	It was an urgent ingredient of the technical shrewdness behind its production that the members of so many families, all superficially different, should all find in it entertainment, stimulation, information and talking points. Jeff always remembered the man and woman in Derby or Darlington, Penzance or Pimlico. And Jeff always stipulated: "Irritate readers to exasperation, but never ridicule, hurt or offend them." It paid off handsomely in circulation which, once captured, was retained.

	Davis was flipping curiously through the news-slips that Ronnie had put on his desk.

	"Anything new on the Tests?" he asked Ronnie.

	"Only the last A.P. report, sir," replied Ronnie, giving with the news as if he, Ronnie Carr, had personally cabled it to Associated Press. "New York announced that it was detonated twenty-five miles from the South Pole. Must be the biggest bang yet," he added excitedly.

	Davis looked at him in comic disgust.

	"Not that Test---the Cricket!"      

	Ronnie looked slightly deflated. "Oh, sorry, sir. Still no play. The pitch is nine inches under water."

	Davis grunted and said: "Were you getting tea, Ronnie?" 

	"I wasn't, Mr. Davis, but. . ."

	"Well you are now."

	Ronnie buzzed off to make the tea. Come the day when he'd made the grade and had his by-line the size of Peter Stenning and some of the other Express stars and he, too, would be able to say: "Boy, are you getting tea? No? Well you are now."

	He savoured the prospect of power lovingly as he started the continuous ritual of preparing endless cups of "char". It is just possible that more tea is drunk elsewhere than in newspaper offices but, if so, it must be somewhere in unknown China.

	The news editor was skimming expertly through the news slips. The raw, embryo news. It was a permanent, if often disillusioning theory that the next slip would suddenly spark off front page headlines. Too often it was a dead loss.

	Reynolds glanced casually over Davis's shoulder as he turned away from the tape-machines that were ticking over their staccato messages.

	"Nothing else exciting?" he asked.

	Davis shrugged. "H'm. . . well, maybe. Four transatlantic jets have been grounded with reported navigation trouble." He sat back briefly. Davis had never gone much on air travel. It simply wasn't worth that edgy, sick-making lurch in the stomach---rather like a well-controlled belch---that he always got on take-off and landing. Besides, all that palaver while the air hostess charmingly chanted a litany of instructions. As if it really mattered, if your number was up and an engine cut out above a mountain range.

	Davis looked at Reynolds, the air traveller, hopefully. At one stage Reynolds, on his news-gathering gallivants to the nethermost, had barely to land at a major airport before the captain came up and thanked him for a good trip.

	"Four jets grounded," Davis repeated thoughtfully. "Gerry, what causes navigation trouble?"

	"Sunspots," replied Reynolds, without batting an eyelid.

	"Sunspots?" muttered Dave Davis, shooting a sharp, suspicious glance at Gerry Reynolds.

	"Well, ask a silly question. . ." And he swung out of the room, grinning.

	". . . and you get a damfool answer," ruefully thought Davis.

	Ah well, Reynolds had Indonesia on his mind. All he, Davis, had to cope with were floods in the West Country, a dirty weather deadlock in the Test Match, getting through to Plymouth, what could possibly be rescued from the Beauty Queen brawl and. . . sunspots. Sunspots!

	Despite himself, Dave Davis grinned. Sunspots. . . and with the rain still pelting down with the lash of a jilted woman's tongue. Dave shrugged off thoughts of a jilted woman's tongue, and wouldn't it be a kick to be taking out somebody else's chick to dinner at Merries, just round the corner from his bachelor hideout at the White House.

	Apart, probably, from Trappist Monks, news editors when on the job are possibly the only breed who cannot afford to dwell on other men's chicks while on duty.

	He called impatiently: "Steve. . .", and a face appeared at the window, clutching a phone, with more patience than confidence. "We're holding on, Dave, for Plymouth, but. . ."

	H'm, Plymouth's sticky. . . gone six-thirty, that means we can wrap the Test up quickly. . . where the blue blazes is Pete Stenning. . . in Harry's Bar, that's for sure. . . wonder how the boss is feeling tonight. . . Dave sighed. His brain was clicking like the complicated inside of a fruit machine. Too many things to concentrate on all at once. Ah, yes. . .

	"Well, Steve, keep at it. But didn't we have something on the Queen Elizabeth's arrival?"

	"Yes, she docked twenty-four hours late. You spiked it," replied Steve. You spiked it, thought Dave. Bloody reporters, you never knew when they said it in tones of condescending reproach (dumb insolence, but try and prove it!) or informatively (genuine helpfulness, but try and believe it!).

	Dave decided to postpone this abortive love-hate problem between executives and reporters. He was thumbing his way through the spiked items. "Yes, but didn't they also report navigation trouble?"

	Steve didn't answer. He was phoning with the old, sweet, one-two charm which sometimes comes off with telephone operators, though only an optimist would bank on it. "Well, get us some sort of priority, sweetie. . ." and he made some sort of clucking sound.

	Dave Davis supposed it was all right, but, as he was still searching for the missing item, he figured that "sweetie", plus clucking noises was hardly the way that Wickham Steed, Clement Scott or even Hannen Swaffer approached such a problem in the days when Philip Gibbs wrote "The Street of Adventure".

	That novel must have inspired more youngsters to tackle Fleet Street than any other. And maybe they're still trying to find a girl reporter who behaves remotely like that Miss Whats-her-Name, Gibbs' reporter heroine, who discreetly entertained her hard-bitten male colleagues to chocolate and biscuits at her flat.

	Oddly enough, many extraneous thoughts can go through a man's mind while he is very swiftly locating the right reference for a story.

	Dave found it. "Yes," he muttered pensively. "Erratic gyro reading." This could be the glimmering of an idea. This could be the key to something. Or, of course, it could be the most irritating piece of dull, irrelevant information since that business of King Alfred burning the cakes. What with the current news of floods and Indonesia and the rumour that Jimmy Greaves had taken over the Milan Football Club and was negotiating for an inside-forward named Haynes, that hand-out about Alfred and the cakes would have hardly made the bottom of page 6.

	"Erratic gyro reading," Dave repeated, and then shouted "Boy!"

	The Drama Critic waved casually to Dave Davis as he passed. He'd popped in for the first night tickets that he'd inadvertently left in his desk and to make sure which way the night news editor wanted his copy to be printed. This could be "anything-for-a-gag" night, and it might get printed backwards in Greek.

	The day shift in the library was knocking-off. Night reporters were coming in. Messengers were hurrying over from the picture agencies with the latest prints that might well make that page 5 splash of "Photonews", and, upstairs, the gossip man was still poring over his proof of the latest information on what makes debutantes tick.

	The news editor was still shouting "Boy!" as he scribbled on his pad.

	And, as he rightly concluded, Peter Stenning, reporter, feature writer and respected member of the Express team of star names, was enjoying a contemplative noggin in one of Fleet Street's many tempting oases. In fact the evening was shaping normally.

	And somewhere along the line, too muzzy to pinpoint, too slight even to contemplate, a story was perhaps brewing. "Here we go again," thought the news editor. "Another potential ulcer. Is there a story? What is it? And supposing we fall down on it? Boy!" Irritation was beginning to set in, but it was the nightly occupational palpitation.

	Ronnie, still coping with his tea chore, heard the Voice of Immediate Authority and yelled: "Coming, sir." He did a worthy job of balancing with the tea and blundered into the news editor's lair to find him on the intercom.

	"Oh all right," there'd clearly been a slight dispute, "I'll send the two stories over. Maybe you can tie them up with sunspots or something. . ." a pause, as the phone crackled. Then, with the initiative of a man who was sure he was going to get the exit line, Davis said: "You can get sunspots in all weather, you ignorant. . . er. . . Features Editor." 

	Then he hung up quickly and scribbled a large note: "Sunspots?" on the top item. Then he made a courteous exchange with Ronnie, taking the tea, and handed Ronnie the papers with the instruction: "Take these to Mr. Sanderson."

	"Yessir," and Ronnie scuttled out. Tea? Message of national importance? Ronnie couldn't tell which was more important, but he didn't underwrite either. As Ronnie disappeared he could just hear Steve through the dividing window: "Hour's delay to Moscow."

	"Try and get it through Prague," snapped Davis. Somehow Lynmouth, through Plymouth, was edged down on priority. But who could tell? The night wasn't over yet---in fact it had barely started. The story---what story---might not even have begun and no power, not even a shrewd news editor, could tell what shape it would take.

	Ronnie, the sharp, ambitious copy-boy, was avidly reading the two slips of paper that he was taking to the features editor. He half-whistled as he read them. Not that he could understand much of what was going on but he realised that something was cooking.

	"Anyway," he thought to himself, and half grinned, "this little lot's going to put paid to someone's evening over at Harry's. That's for sure! " 

	Day-dreaming of a miracle whereby Mr. Sanderson, the features editor, would suddenly tap him on the shoulder and say: "Ronnie, I want about eight hundred on this yarn. Keep it crisp. I'll see you get a by-line," he failed to see a man clutching a folder of library clippings, and plunged straight into Bill Maguire.

	It would have been difficult for Ronnie to have missed Maguire, for his target was around fifty both in age and waistline. He was prematurely balding, though he liked to kid the girls in the office that he merely had a wide parting. "Anyway," he'd gag, "it hasn't done Stirling Moss or Yul Brynner or ever a certain Duke grave social harm to be discreetly thin on the pate!"

	Bill Maguire was one of those dependable, blunt, likeable, shabbily dressed characters who should be around more in newspaper offices, but somehow the breed's disappearing. There are too many young intellectuals. They can write, oh yes, most glibly they can write, most persuasively they can marshal facts and theories to prove a point. But they've never had to stick a foot in a door to keep it ajar while they ask just one question. They never learned how to "intrude into private grief" in a way that wouldn't make the Press Council tetchy. They've never really been newspapermen.

	Bill Maguire had started from scratch as a cub in the provinces, and he'd made it the hard, arduous way. The only way. Name your story, and in both the provinces and Fleet Street, the chances are that Maguire would have covered it.

	The daftness and the bleak little heartbreaks of the local police court; a murder or two, both digging for the evidence and the trial; sport, politics, show business (he never could get over his shrinking horror when he was scheduled to interview some beautiful, poised, incredibly aloof film star from Hollywood).

	All kinds of stories from rescued cats, bye-elections, infant prodigies, "Deb" functions, political demonstrations, deserted babies, divorces, business mergers and, once, the Loch Ness monster, had emerged with human interest, punchiness, an eye for the news interest and, above all, with accuracy and on time, from Bill Maguire's typewriter or stubby pencil.

	And suddenly he'd been landed with science.

	"Oh, sorry, Mr. Maguire," gasped Ronnie as he bumped into one of his idols.

	Of course, it hadn't been as simple as all that. From his early days as a schoolkid, messing around with bunsen-burners and litmus paper, Bill Maguire had been fascinated with what was called "Science" at his secondary school. It was awarded little more time in the curriculum than woodwork or extra language but he'd liked the sniff of the laboratory, though it had no future.

	Of course, he didn't know---who did, way back in 1925 when he'd left school---that he'd be middle-aged in a world where science and sport were kings, and art, literature and languages would have to accept becoming grace-and-favour courtiers.

	Bill Maguire never regretted having kept up his interest in science, which, after all, is only like journalism: what makes this thing tick? How? When? Where? But, above all, why? So, while Bill continued the overall beat of newsfeature writing, more and more he was looked on as the paper's Science Reporter.

	He'd been sent to Christmas Island and spent many weeks in that dreary preparation pit for hell. He'd been impressed. He realised that all the smug speeches and philosophies of man were bound up with a trigger that could set off another Hiroshima.

	"Oh, sorry, Mr. Maguire," burbled Ronnie again as he realised his presumptuous offence in shattering the equilibrium of one of the Express's top men. Not flashy, but reliable---and an awesome name in Ronnie's book.

	Maguire's lips were stern. But his eyes twinkled, and Maguire said with pompous benevolence: "This is a main thoroughfare. No signals. Just keep your eye on the road."

	Ronnie, relieved that he'd not caused an unmentionable inconvenience to this man he so shyly admired, blushed and said again, "Sorry, Mr.. . ."

	Maguire cut him off, and tried to by-pass him, still clutching his cuttings.

	Ronnie jabbed a finger at his slips. "Look, Mr. Maguire, there's a funny bit here about compasses."

	"Good," replied the amiable Maguire, "we'll have a big laugh together over it tomorrow." He metaphorically patted young Ronnie on his eager shoulder. Wonderful to be young and eager for experience again, he thought wryly, as he moved towards his desk in the still throbbing news-room.

	They were still trying to get Plymouth (through Lynmouth, or, by now, possibly vice versa); other phones were ringing as reporters coped with correspondents and cranks, genuine tips and red-herrings that would have made even Agatha Christie blush at her own audacity and be grateful for her readers' loyalty.

	News-machines were still beating out a news cha-cha-cha; typewriters were clacking; cigarette smoke spiralled sluggishly through the air; tea was being sipped and neglected; the faint, pessimistic cry of "Boy" echoed, occasionally; telephones were in constant use; people came and went.

	It was business as usual. 

	Maguire stopped and chatted amiably with a young reporter. It was an idle gesture, but it had its purpose. It helped to establish to authority that Bill Maguire was not to be hurried---at least not until near deadline. He would reach his desk, and his conclusions, in his own good time.

	Distastefully, he surveyed the slashing rain and briefly wondered whether the persistent downpour offered a clue. But a clue to what? Here was a guy searching for clues to a mystery that probably didn't even exist.

	So now a man has to dig up the clues and the mystery?

	Maguire, the wily old bird, nodded his head knowingly. He sensed that the news editor was taking a discreet look at him, and the knowing nod was another Maguire trick. It suggested that Maguire was beginning to cotton on to something. Satisfied that the Maguire brain was beginning to tick over on the problem, Davis would not break in on his train of thought. It was a play for time.

	It worked, as always. Davis returned to his tangled problems of sunspots, floods and Indonesia. Bill Maguire continued to nod thoughtfully, yearn for a pint and wonder again where the hell Pete Stenning had buried himself.

	 

	Ronnie continued on his errand to John Sanderson's office, past the open doors of the features and editorial offices. There was plenty of activity. Much of their work was done the day before, the writing, the looking into topical slants to provide background for the stories behind the news.

	But now time was running short. The proofs were there and waiting a final check. Soon the newsboys would be taking over and grabbing any chance there was of changing pages, as they kept abreast with the human drama and comedy going on outside in those rain-filled gutters.

	As Ronnie entered Sanderson's room, the features editor, a tall, thin man with a slight stoop, was discussing one of tomorrow's art layouts with an artist.

	Sanderson clearly wasn't satisfied. He rapped the drawing with an impatient finger. "The whole chart needs more. . . more visual impact. It's got to get over at once. Just because it's factual it doesn't have to be dull."

	"From Mr. Davis, sir," interrupted Ronnie.

	Barely looking up, Sanderson replied curtly, "Thanks," and took the papers from the copy-boy. "Here, take this lot to Mr. Maguire," and he picked up a wire basket crammed with readers' letters. Ronnie nodded and left.

	"Have another go, Alan," Sanderson said to the artist, and started to read the two news items.

	"Maybe we could trick it out with a central cartoon?" Alan tentatively asked.

	Sanderson waved his hand. It was a dismissal. "Try what you like, as long as you keep it simple."

	As the artist left, Sanderson took another look at the items and then swung round in his desk and gazed at a home-made chart on his wall. It was a sheet of cellophane and scrawled on it in grease paint were the names of his feature writers, with details of the jobs they were tackling. He quickly decided, lifted the phone and said: "Get me Pete Stenning, please."

	 

	Bill Maguire's desk was cluttered with library material and overflowing with readers' letters. Somewhere he'd found an island for his typewriter and this he was attacking as if he disliked it intensely. Like most journalists he disliked it only at the point of no return, the time when the damned story simply had to be tackled.

	Ronnie approached with the wire basket, cleared a small space and said: "All right here, Mr. Maguire?"

	"Huh?"

	"More protest letters, sir."

	Maguire groaned, "Oh, no! Take 'em to features."

	"Features said take them to you," replied Ronnie, philosophically; this routine was old hat.

	Maguire exploded impatiently: "I can't stop the bloody bomb---it went off ten days ago." Resigned, his voice calmed down as he said: "All right, put 'em down somewhere. And you take this lot back to the morgue," handing Ronnie a bunch of clippings.

	Peter Stenning's desk stood next to Maguire's. It was comparatively tidy and it was unoccupied. The phone had been buzzing during Maguire's brief exchanges with the copy-boy and he decided he'd better not ignore it any longer.      

	"Yes?"

	It was Sanderson. "That you, Peter?"

	"No this is Bill Maguire. Sorry, Sandy, he's out of the office. Yes, reporters have to go too, you know."

	"Ask him to pop along when he surfaces, will you, Bill?"

	"Okay, I'll tell him. Now you tell me something." He instinctively tapped his typewriter. "I was under the impression you wanted a piece about thrombosis. Well, as I can only do one thing at a time what am I expected to do with these protest letters?"

	Sanderson grinned. His reply was short, terse and rudely predictable.

	"Thank you very much," grunted Maguire, "but there's seventeen hundred of 'em."

	He hung up and turned to the waiting Ronnie.

	"Nip down and see if my car's back. A yellow Morris at the side entrance. If it is, Mr. Stenning's probably in Harry's Bar. Tell him he's wanted---quick."

	Ronnie departed at the double and Maguire sighed. Covering up was always a tricky business. The trouble is that the people you tried to bluff knew all the answers. They'd covered up too often themselves. But Pete Stenning would have to watch his step. You can't cover for ever.

	He looked up as the foreign editor moved behind him towards the foreign desk. "How's the thrombosis market?" lightly asked Gerry Reynolds.

	Maguire was clipping the sheets together. He smiled and winked. "Just great! This should give the higher paid executive readers a nice moment of anxiety with their breakfast tomorrow. Boy!" 

	 


 

	TWO

	Somewhere at this very moment somebody important and imposing was dying. Nobody specific. Could be an author, statesman, actor, financier, explorer, boxer or simply a well publicised crackpot. A Big Name.

	It didn't matter whether he or she was dying of influenza, cancer, a broken neck or merely fading, disillusioned old age. In every newspaper office somebody would be probing the morgue and updating and angling the obituary; that was news.

	And somewhere at this very moment many people not a mite important or imposing were dying. Nobody specific. Nonentities. Only spectacular suicide, murder most macabre, or a good human death by heartbreak could guarantee even a mention. Neither peritonitis nor that potent killer, the common cold, was news if it concerned a "No Name."

	The pensive man at the bar at El Vino's signalled for another scotch-and-soda and muttered: "Bloody unfair." He was referring to the degrees of newspaper immortality, and not the measure of scotch, which he drained in one gloomy gulp.

	Peter Stenning suddenly realized the time. "God, I'm late," he thought, with a twinge of conscience. Back at the Express office he ought certainly to be tapping out a story on some offbeat aspect of either the living or the dead.

	He waved in a rather anonymous way to a rather anonymous acquaintance and shot out of El Vino's and into Bill Maguire's yellow Morris, just as young Ronnie Carr skeltered two at a time down the stairs leading to the Express side entrance.

	Ronnie pulled up with a jerk at the exit. He peered disconsolately through the rain as it whipped the pavement and spat up sullenly. Not a sign.

	He almost willed the yellow Morris to be there. As far as Ronnie was concerned it was important that Pete Stenning, the reporter on the tight rope, should avoid yet another rocket.

	"A great guy," thought Ronnie, as he tried to bore an eyeline through the vans waiting stolidly to rush the first edition on the first stage of its far-flung journey. But no yellow Morris.

	"Stupid guy," fumed Ronnie, as a large truck splashed through the rain down the one-way street.

	"So what. . ." muttered Ronnie, as he started to turn back.

	Then he stopped abruptly. The truck had passed Ronnie and on its far side was the yellow Morris, driving into an empty space among the vans.

	Ronnie grinned with relief and rushed towards the car.

	Stenning got out with only the slightest difficulty. He was a good-looking, lean young man of forty, who looked younger. But the student would have noticed the slightly flushed skin, the tired eyes, the too-grim mouth.

	Stenning slammed the door and pushed up the collar of his raincoat. He'd been drinking; oh, yes, he was blandly high. Drunk? Well, to the sober, drunkenness is always a matter of degree. The fact was that Pete Stenning was gently mellow. His movements were slightly sluggish, but perfectly under control. His air was genial. Only the dedicated tipplers who had matriculated in the same bars and, curiously, young Ronnie, whose strongest tipple was a ginger-beer shandy after Saturday's soccer match, could have sensed that Peter Stenning would have been better off at home.

	"Mr. Sanderson's asking for you, Mr. Stenning."

	"So they sent Pip the cabin boy to bale me out?" he cracked, and strolled, with only the slightest indecision, towards the side entrance, with Ronnie following.

	Ronnie didn't dig the Pip-the-Cabin-boy reference, but he was used to being slightly togged by the fact that half the time everybody he met in his office was either kidding or talking so seriously that, anyway, it was way out of his orbit.

	He dismissed the thought. "I think he was in a hurry, sir."

	"Well run ahead," Stenning replied, "tell him I'll be coming up when he sees the bubbles."

	Ronnie looked at him doubtfully as they entered the building. Mr. Stenning was certainly in a mood.

	Ronnie changed the subject.

	"I know they all laugh, Mr. Stenning," he said earnestly, "but no one can tell me this weather is normal."

	Peter Stenning smiled briefly at the young weather oracle.

	"Young Ronnie, the weather's not abnormal till it goes on for forty days and forty nights." He closed his eyes and wished that he had a fiver for every time he'd dragged that damp cliché into a filler datelined "St. Swithin's Day." With a tired follow-up at the end of the allotted period assuring readers that St. Swithin's Day was now officially declared a journalistic myth---till next year.

	But Ronnie stuck doggedly to his guns.

	"The climates have definitely changed, Mr. Stenning," he claimed firmly. "Ever since the first H-bomb," he added, darkly.

	Peter Stenning felt exasperation bursting at his temples.

	"Oh, blast the bomb," he snapped.

	Everybody's thinking and way of life is being geared to this monstrous threatening symbol, he thought sourly. It's cast its hard, filthy thrall over the world so that living, loving and even laughing are "By permission of those who hold the bomb." If we are all going to be blown to perdition then for Christ's sake get on with it---he made a slight apology for an unfortunate choice of sponsor.

	But surely, he thought, we can't let the simple things of life be marred by this menace? It was being blamed for everything. Rustics were sitting down in Somerset pubs gazing into their mugs and glooming; "Cider a bit cloudy this morning. Must be that bomb." Stopped watches, arrested crops, off-form cricket results. . . the lot. A bad house at the local cinema? The Bomb. An edgy speech by a town councillor? The Bomb. Higher taxation? Apartheid? Britain lagging sadly behind in space travel? Late trains. . . corny television programmes. . . rising cost of essentials like whiskey. . . the sudden mania for Bingo?

	Somehow everything came back with evil intent to the H-bomb. And of course, any change in the weather. He looked at his soaked mac. Perfectly normal for a British summer.

	"Blast the bomb," he repeated angrily. In a brief, minor brainstorm Peter Stenning, muddled idealist, had forgotten young Ronnie Carr, tagging along.

	Ronnie, scarce developed idealist, looked at him reproachfully.

	"You didn't use to say that, sir. You wrote some great leaders."

	But Stenning wouldn't give an inch. Sullenly he replied: "I used to be a Boy Scout till I grew out of my shorts." And, with Ronnie still following, he walked up the stairs and past the library.

	An elderly canteen woman was pushing a tea trolley along the corridor. She felt she'd been doing this ever since time began, but why worry? Someone had to push tea trolleys. 

	Ronnie hung on like a persistent terrier. "Anyway, there's hundreds more protest letters in about the last one."

	More softly Pete answered: "A lot of Aunt Fannies screaming when it's too late." He looked at the passing canteen woman and, posing slightly, said to her: "The rape's over, Auntie. Relax!"

	He neither expected nor waited for a reply to this astonishing remark. What swift, pertinent comeback could the poor, bewildered woman supply?

	Not for the first time in several loyal years' service she shrugged and, muttering, continued pushing her trolley towards the thirsty.

	Stenning and Ronnie went into the newsroom through the back door. The hubbub was increasing. Floods, still. But also a suspected embezzlement in the City, a grave burglary in Wolverhampton, yet another soccer star being lured into super tax by the blandishments of Italy's lire-magnates. And there was talk of a baby snatching from a pram outside a shop in Acton and an attempted bank-robbery in Luton.

	Business as usual.

	Things were buzzing, phones were clanging, typewriters were clicking and truant Peter Stenning was back on duty.

	"Got to return this to the library, sir," said Ronnie.

	"Fine," Pete replied absently, "make sure my obituary's up to date."

	Bill Maguire was arguing with a sub-editor. He was waving a proof of his feature in front of the sub's unimpressed eyes.

	Almost pleading, Maguire asked:

	"But why alter my heading? What's he trying to do?

	Make a job for himself?"

	Patiently the sub-editor replied: "Bill, you can't print a feature on thrombosis and call it 'You Too Can Be The Death Of The Party'."

	Maguire grunted; "We're all getting soft, that's what we're doing."

	Stenning greeted Maguire. "Hi, Billy boy. Your car's safely back. It's a fine vessel and should prove seaworthy for another hundred years or so." 

	The two walked back to their desks. Said Maguire: "What I don't understand is why bother to come back? If you borrow my car for lunch why hurry back at gone six thirty?"

	Pete sat back in his chair. "I saw my kid today at Battersea Pleasure Gardens. She lets me see him sometimes. It's my legal right, y'know." He smiled, "We were the only customers on the Ghost Train. In the rain."

	Maguire smiled briefly then said: "You know Sandy's been yelling for you?"

	As if he hadn't heard, Pete continued dreamily: "He's a nice little kid," then a bitter edge rasped his voice. "Bright, too. He remembered me after ten minutes."

	Maguire knew this mood and stepped on it fast. "Take this to Sanderson. I'm full up."

	"Well, what's it like to have fan mail?" asked Stenning.

	Maguire shrugged and scratched his head. "I don't get it, Pete. The biggest experimental bang of all time is ten days old. And instead of being proud and excited the public demands we stop it."

	Stenning smiled. "The best science man in the Street ought to be able to pull off a little job like that. Make a trick film, maybe?" He paused and reflected. The liquor was beginning to talk, and his imagination flowed as he said to Maguire ". . . the mushroom goes back into the bomb, the bomb goes back into the plane which flies backwards over the Task Force which is steaming backwards from the Antarctic."

	Maguire smiled indulgently. With an old student's observant eye he recognised the symptoms. Peter was not even high, but he had that dangerous glow when he might well say something that he would regret.

	And Sanderson was waiting.

	"You'd better start climbing backwards to Sanderson's office, chum. I indicated that you were in church, but I don't think he believed me."

	Stenning rose and affectionately patted Maguire's pate.

	"He probably wants me to take over the Science Desk. Promotion! Stenning rises again!" He said it as a gag, but there was a slightly bitter edge to his voice.

	"Don't think you're not welcome," Maguire replied ironically.

	Stenning walked towards the news-room door and paused at the news-machines. Ronnie was standing studying the messages that were flicking out of them.

	He watched Ronnie with amused delight. "This boy's got what it takes," he reflected. "Enthusiasm and, above all, innocence."

	He thought back, a million light years, to when he had been like Ronnie.

	When he had had his illusions and his dreams. When he knew, not just hoped and believed that he would hit the top. Well, it so nearly happened. Briefly he wondered, where did it go sour?

	"Any water polo results?" he cracked.

	Ronnie looked up and smiled faintly. Always kidding, that Mr. Stenning.

	"Says here that Spitzbergen reports the largest earth tremors ever recorded."

	Stenning raised his eyebrows. "That so?" He tore an item from the next machine. "This is much more fascinating. Cuba reports National Police arrest Civil Police for arresting Secret Police. Just one long international daisy chain, isn't it?"

	He thrust the item into Ronnie's hand, said "Foreign Desk" and walked out into the editorial passage.

	Maguire watched his back thoughtfully. He felt closer to Pete Stenning than to almost anybody else on the sheet. He was only ten years older than Stenning but somehow had an almost avuncular feeling for him. That, mingled with respect and admiration for him both as a companion and a colleague.

	But somehow Maguire knew that Stenning was at a crisis point. Domestically and, to some extent professionally, things were going badly for Stenning, and Maguire could not pinpoint the reason. A shade too much hitting the bottle, of course, but that is an occupational risk in journalism and, anyway, it is more often the end product rather than the cause when things go haywire.

	Whereas Maguire had had the hard job of provincial work as background before he joined the Express in 1936---he'd left school at fourteen to rise from office boy to allround man on a weekly paper in the Midlands---it had been a different approach for Stenning.

	Bill didn't know the full background. It isn't always easy to dig that out of a man, however friendly. But it seemed that Peter had been articled to a solicitor when he was seventeen. It had been the family decision and he had settled for this safe, respectable profession, without any feeling for it either way.

	But he had only had two years to become bored when the tension caused by a stocky egomaniac named Schikelgruber had boiled over. For young Stenning it was an escape, though from what he had never fully made up his mind.

	He had joined up with a lot of other adventurous young patriots, gone through the ranks, been commissioned and eventually promoted to captain. He had endured his fair share of monotonous boredom, stomach-filling danger, discomfort, fear and comradeship. He had seen Dunkirk, Alamein and ravaged Europe. He had won no medals and wanted none. By 1945, like most men, all he wanted was to get the hell out of it and try and piece together a new form of existence.      

	He certainly hadn't dreamed of Fleet Street. But as he travelled up from Woking, where he was fitted out with his demob clothes, he was experiencing those strange pangs that were affecting so many other young men.

	He just knew, by instinct, that he could never settle down to being a solicitor's clerk again.      

	"I don't know what was tugging at me," Pete had told Maguire in an unusual burst of self-appraisal, "but army life had given some new dimension to what character I had. I felt I wanted to have a go at something different or bust."

	He'd tried working on a farm. But no. He had thought of trying for the Merchant Navy but kicked the idea around so long that he had gone cold on it. And the income faded and he had been glad to get a job peddling carbon paper.

	And it was after doing the round of the little offices off Fleet Street one morning that he had dropped into the Fal-staff for a beer and had run into a chap he had known vaguely at O.C.T.U.

	One beer led to another and it turned out that this old war companion was connected with a group of magazines. On the business side, but he happened to know that they were looking for staff men for editorial. Too many young men in Fleet Street had not come back.

	Had Stenning ever done any writing? "Schoolboy essay stuff. Oh, and standing orders in the army," Stenning had replied with a deprecating grin. But, somehow, he landed the job and quickly found that he had a flair for vivid, punchy prose and offbeat ideas for articles.

	For nearly three years he stayed with the magazines, now convinced that journalism was his game. He began to widen his horizons. He started to send out freelance articles in his spare time and, of course, he flew high, sending stuff to the Times, the News and the Express group with equal optimism.

	One or two pieces landed. But never with the Daily Express. Yet the then features editor recognised Stenning's promise and invited him to call at the office.

	Peter Stenning joined the Express in 1950. Bill Maguire was instantly drawn to this quiet, keen young man, helped him to find his feet and unobtrusively adopted him as a kind of not-so-juvenile protegé.

	He had never regretted it. Peter Stenning swiftly made his mark both with features and news. He had a virile turn of phrase, quickly showed that he could turn his hand to most writing jobs, and in the taverns, which are the sounding boards of what gives in Fleet Street, he was, without jealousy or rancour, marked down as one of the Beaver's most promising young eagles.

	Bill Maguire shook his head regretfully as he turned to his typewriter. Something, somewhere lately, had gone astray. Stenning's name appeared less frequently in Jeff's Daily Bulletin. The criticisms were more frequent than the bouquets.

	 

	Pete Stenning went into Sanderson's office to find the features editor poring over a bunch of photo layouts, marking up headlines and caption spaces.

	"Hi, Sandy, sorry I wasn't around."

	"Okay, I'm used to it." No one could tell whether it was a gag or a reproof. "Know anything about sunspots?"

	"Sunspots?" repeated Stenning, and ruefully reflected that what he knew about sunspots could be printed on a half dollar in 24 point caps. However. . .

	He waited.

	Sanderson turned to the window ledge behind his desk and switched on a portable radio. Mantovani's orchestra was in full spate but the lush strings were in nightmare competition with a harsh crackle.

	"Hear that static?" asked Sanderson.

	"My favourite tune---but I don't think it'll make the Top Ten," grinned Stenning.

	"I'm not joking, Pete," said Sanderson with some impatience. "There's usually a lot of sunspot static this time of the year but during the past week it's been heavier than ever."

	Stenning said nothing. What was Sandy getting at?

	"The TV people are having trouble with their pictures." 

	"So is the public," replied Pete lightly, still playing it for laughs.

	But Sanderson, never the most cheerful mortal around the office, was not amused. Instead he said curtly: "Do me a five hundred worder for the leader page."

	Stenning struck a pose. "Success!" he said with mock pomposity and turned towards the door.

	Sanderson stopped him, handing him a couple of tear-offs. "Here, these may help. There's a couple of stories about navigation trouble. Maybe you can tie them in. Some planes are grounded; trouble with the Queen Elizabeth; gyro readings erratic."

	Pete Stenning was still playing for time. He liked to be on firmer ground than this when tackling an offbeat story.

	He took the items and said: "Must have a drink with that pilot sometime."

	"Hey, I've got a great idea," he said as he paused at the door. "With all these floods about, how about a Daily Express Ark? Great sales promotion, Sandy."

	But still he couldn't wrest a glimmer of a smile from Sanderson. Instead the features editor looked at him coolly.

	"You know what, Pete?"

	"What's that, Sandy?"

	"I really think you're going to have to try a bit harder. This paper isn't built to carry passengers."

	There was a cold pause, and the atmosphere was tense.

	Stenning's eyes went hard and, momentarily, he clenched his left hand so that the knuckles shone white. He made a half step back into the room.

	He could feel the anger rising within him. Even as he was saying to himself: "Now, steady, boy," he was wanting to chuck the papers on to Sanderson's desk, to tell him what Sandy could do with the damned job. The Express was a great paper, but there were others that could use him. But pounding at his temples was the sick, nagging thought that these days there weren't too many. And how could he be so sure that they would say "Hallelujah" at getting Pete Stenning? There'd been talk around the taverns.

	"All right?" asked Sanderson, steadily.

	Stenning paused, nodded, replied "Okay," quietly, and walked out.

	Sanderson shook his head slightly and turned to the Picture Editor and the proofs.

	"I'll have to get his name on something sometime just to make it look real."

	"Yes," said the picture editor, absently. "Make it look real." And he picked up a sheaf of ten-by-eight prints.

	There was no let up in the rain, and no let up in the buzz of the news-room as Stenning walked slowly back to his desk. Reporters coming in and out, others glued to telephones.

	Routine enquiries, sifting, building up facts on hundreds of yarns, big and small. Typewriters clattering, as words poured out to help build up the black and white pattern that soon would be fed to the insatiable maw of the presses.

	But Stenning wasn't conscious of any of it as he paused at Bill Maguire's desk. Bill was immersed in some agency reports, but he looked up swiftly as he heard Pete's half-mocking, harsh tones.

	"Well, they've got me doing your home work, Billy Boy! Five hundred words of deathless prose on sunspots---or step in a Flying Saucer." He laughed, but there was no mirth in the sound.

	Bill Maguire knew when to play it safe. 

	He ignored Pete's crack and said: "Seen the figures on some of these earth tremors?"

	"Is another planet trying to contact us?"

	Maguire made no comment, but flicked at the news items, with a puzzled frown. "Must have been a hell of a bang to give these seismograph readings."

	Pete picked up a couple of sheets of copy paper and a carbon and rolled them into his machine. He tapped his chin and lit a cigarette. Pete had never in all his career been able to start a story without lighting a cigarette. It was an automatic reflex movement and sometimes he would think, darkly, that every time the Chancellor of the Exchequer forced up the price of cigarettes it was obviously an action directed personally at him, Pete Stenning. An insidious way of forcing Pete to give up smoking and thus put an end to his career as a scribbler.

	"Tell me all about sunspots, daddy."

	Maguire puffed at his noisome pipe and looked at Pete with a straight face.

	"Sunspots are caused when the rays of the sun beat down on an unprotected torso, bringing out a sun rash. It's similar to acne."      

	Pete relaxed slightly and forced a grin.

	"I thought it was clean living that did that."

	"Phone the Air Ministry Met. Bureau, Pete. Ask for Pat Holroyd---maybe he'll give you some quotes."

	Stenning looked round quickly. "Holroyd? You mean that guy from Picture Post?"

	Maguire nodded: "He's P.R.O. now---gone legitimate."

	"Well, well," replied Pete, looking at his watch and getting up from his desk, "well, well, this calls for a celebration toast."

	"Phone the Air Ministry," said Maguire quietly.

	"All right Bill. I'll be back. It's six and a half minutes past my medicine time."      

	Maguire leaned over to Stenning's desk and picked up his phone. "I'll get 'em for you," he said.

	Pete protested. "Look, Billy boy. It takes me ten minutes to write five hundred words. You know that."

	"Get the Air Ministry---Met. Bureau," said Maguire and hung up.      

	Stenning paused for a moment, and Maguire could sense the tangled thoughts in his mind. Then Stenning shrugged lightly and turned back to his desk. 

	"Thanks for holding on, Bill."

	"Holding on to what?" asked Maguire, in genuine surprise.

	"My job."       

	"Bollocks!" said Maguire and his voice was deliberately gruff to hide his embarrassment. He had a feeling that Pete Stenning was nearer breaking point than he knew.

	Stenning sat down and, after a few seconds, he said quietly to Maguire: "This may not be a revelation to you, but, and I quote, the thrill is gone, Bill. It's really gone."

	"You know what I think?" said Bill, and he puffed again at the pipe which his colleagues had always maintained should have been repressed by the Ministry of Health.

	"You think I should get my finger out and back on the typewriter?"      

	Maguire nodded; "Roughly."

	The mood had snapped. Pete's voice was again brittle.

	"Alcoholics of the press, unite!", but he was interrupted by the insistent shrill of the phone. He lifted the receiver.

	"Yes. . . oh, yes, this is Peter Stenning, Daily Express. Mr. Holroyd, please. Well, it's nice of you to be interested. I want to speak about sunspots. . ."

	It sounded faintly ridiculous, even as he said it.

	 

	The Telephone Board at the Met. Office was jumping. A line of telephone girls was busy coping with buzzes and flashing lights. Cool feminine voices were answering: "Air Ministry, Meteorological Office here. . . good evening. . . one moment, please. . ."

	Jeannie Craig was new to the job and far from sure of what reaction she could expect from this nightmare labyrinth of a switch board.

	She was a slim, trim, young brunette with a fresh, round face, neatly dressed and normally a happy young woman. But not at this moment, oh no. All she wanted was to get away from this incessant buzzing and put her feet up somewhere.

	"Just a minute, please. . ." she said into her phone. She turned to the operator next to her, "What do I do with the press?"

	"What does he want you to do?" she asked.

	"Wants to talk to Mr. Holroyd, about sunspots."

	The operator tossed her head. "Oh, real dull---Press Office---no direct calls to Mr. Holroyd." She turned to her own phone, "Meteorological. . . one moment, please. . ."

	Jeannie turned back to the mouthpiece. "Sorry to keep you waiting. I'm putting you through to the Press Office."

	"I don't want the Press Office, dear, I want Mr. Holroyd," replied Pete Stenning, slightly impatiently.

	Maguire's phone rang and he lifted the receiver. It was Sanderson.

	"Maguire here. Yes, Sandy," he picked up the tear-offs, "yes, I saw them. . ."

	Stenning spoke again. "Yes, I understand all that, dear, but he knows me. We used to work together. Just tell him Pete Stenning." He gazed at the ceiling in exasperation. "Am I making myself clearer?"

	Maguire smiled at Stenning and continued talking to Sanderson. "For the readings to be this big at that distance. . . must be the biggest yet." He paused. "Uhh. Could make a big story. No. . ." he glanced at Stenning again. "No, 27. I'd sooner follow this up myself. I've got my own sources. I'll try one of them."

	He hung up and grinned again, for it was obvious that Pete was getting in a mood.

	"Just tell him." He snapped at Maguire. "This girl's a bigger threat than radiation."

	Jeannie snapped into the phone. "I heard that remark. Listen, I don't care if you're Lord Rothermere himself---all right, Beaverbrook, then. I'm putting you through to the Press Office, and good luck to them."

	She pulled out a plug and was just about to connect it when a look of dismay spread over her face. She pushed back a quiff of hair dangling in her eyes and hurriedly replugged. 

	"Hallo, hallo?" She turned in panic to the other operator.

	"I've cut him off."

	"Some of those boys should be cut off---medically."

	Jeannie looked at her watch. "Thank heaven I've nearly served my sentence. . ." Her phone buzzed again. "Meteorological Office, can I help you?"

	Stenning groaned. "Oh, no, it's not you again."

	"It all depends," replied Jeannie, testily. "Who. . . oh, you're the man who called just now."

	"Yes, I can't keep away. This thing is bigger than both of us."

	"I'm sorry I cut you off. I pulled the wrong plug," she said despairingly.

	"I could answer that," replied Pete tersely, "but instead I'll talk to Mr. Holroyd."

	Maguire consulted a small black notebook and picked up his phone. "Get me Professor Lambert, Aldermaston 2640."

	The news editor passed and looked enquiringly at Maguire, swiftly indicating Stenning, who was still wrestling with his problem with the air of a man who is fighting a losing battle, and one he never wanted to start in the first place. Maguire nodded reassuringly at Davis.

	Stenning made a deliberate effort to keep his voice and temper steady. "How can you know he won't talk to me if you don't ask? Listen, your job is to pass messages on when you're asked."

	Jeannie was getting hysterical: "My job is to do what I'm told by the people who gave me the job. Anyway, this isn't my job. I'm from the pool."

	Pete couldn't resist that one. "Well, why don't you dive back in and drown," he growled, slammed down the receiver, ripped the paper from his machine and got up from his desk.

	"I gather you didn't get much change out of her?" asked Maguire slyly.

	Pete grunted: "I'm going over there and I'm going to shake her till the tilt sign goes up."

	"Fine," replied Bill, "in the meantime, shake my car keys out of your pocket. I might want to use it before closing time."

	Pete handed over the key. "I'm going to the Air Ministry."

	"Sure, Pete. Just remember. . ."

	Pete saluted with three fingers and, with mock-gravity said: "Five hundred words. . . Scout's honour."

	As Pete sloped out of the room, Maguire was talking on the phone: "Professor Lambert? Tom, this is Bill Maguire, Daily Express. Tom, these seismograph readings on the latest American experiment. I've just been wondering what their extreme range could indicate. Yes. . . I agree. Something pretty huge." He listened intently. "Would you say that it's bigger than the official announcement gives out? Of course, off the record."

	 


 

	THREE

	A taxi splashed up to the Air Ministry and Pete Stenning nipped out smartly into a puddle. He swore under his breath, flipped some coins to the driver, pulled up his mackintosh collar and ran through the downpour and up the steps.

	"Press Office," he said to the desk clerk.

	"Straight through, second left."

	"Mr. Holroyd's on the same floor, isn't he?" he asked casually.

	"No, sir. One above. Did you have an appointment?"

	"No, I'm just going to the Press Office."

	As the desk clerk looked away he ran two at a time up the stairs to the next floor. He stopped at the door marked "Meteorological. P. Holroyd" but then without knocking, entered the next room marked "Private."

	He stood in the doorway and said: "Hullo, Pat." He looked round the well furnished office, where a man of his own age was sitting at his desk, checking some stencils with his secretary. "This is better than Picture Post."

	Holroyd looked up, startled.

	"Stenning, what the hell do you want?"

	"Come," grinned Pete, "is that the way to talk to a fellow peasant?"

	Holroyd rose and said fussily: "Look, Stenning. Nice to see you again, but I'm afraid I'm up to my neck, old boy." He turned to his secretary and said: "Give Mr. Stenning an appointment for sometime next week."

	She took her cue. Mr. Holroyd wanted to get rid of this character. "Will you come this way, Mr. Stenning?"

	"Normally, it would be a pleasure, darling, but at the moment I have a reunion with my old pal."

	Holroyd was deflated: "All right, Miss Johnson. Take this to the pool. Have it mimeographed." As she went out he turned to his visitor: "I see you're still a bit of a liberty-taker, Stenning."

	Pete didn't rise to that one. "I've been trying to phone you for an hour on sunspots. Just tell me the static, the monsoon, the compass trouble and the terrible shows we get on television are all caused by the sunspots, and that the sunspots are made by bigger bomb explosions and I'll leave you in peace."

	Holroyd was obviously startled.

	"Well, there is usually a bit of extra sunspot activity this time of the year, old boy. But I don't think it has much to do with anything."

	"Well, give me something, Pat. I've got to get a story out of this. There could be some connection, couldn't there?"

	"Sorry, can't oblige, old boy."

	"Why not? It's a perfectly harmless routine silly-season story."

	But somehow Pete was beginning to think there was more to it than that. He guessed that Holroyd was edgy as he started to bluster.

	"I don't have to tell you anything, Stenning," he snorted. "You've got no special position entitling you to a first break on anything that comes into this office."

	"You mean that something has come in?" persisted Pete.

	Holroyd answered his ringing phone: "Oh yes, Sir John. It's being mimeographed now. I'll be right up, sir." As he hung up he turned to Pete. "Now if you don't mind Stenning. . ."

	But by now Pete's news instinct was beginning to simmer. "I suppose there couldn't be some information that hasn't hit the British public yet?"

	"If there is, you'll get it when everyone else does." Holroyd replied peevishly, and ushered Stenning into his secretary's room. Grudgingly he asked her to give Pete a copy of the official release and then announced that he was going up to see Sir John.

	The release was not ready, but Pete shrugged. He had a bigger hunch to play. He walked up to the third floor, watched Holroyd tap and go into the office marked "Sir John Kelly---Assistant," waited for a few seconds and quickly followed.

	Through the open door leading to Sir John's room he could see the king-pin of the Met., his assistant and Holroyd discussing figures on wall charts. A secretary was in the room but Pete swiftly seized a sheaf of papers from a desk before she noticed him, switched on his most disarming smile and said: "Mr. Holroyd asked me to bring these up." Before the poor girl knew what was happening he had sidestepped her and walked into Sir John's private office.

	Sir John's voice could be heard: ". . . general pattern is pretty clear, but until we get the full picture. . ." His voice tailed away in bewilderment as the three men suddenly became aware of Stenning.

	Pete wasted no time: "Sir John, I have only one question to ask you. . ."

	"I think this gentleman's come to the wrong department," Holroyd hurriedly cut in. But Stenning brushed him aside.

	Still addressing Sir John, Pete said, "How are the effects of the recent bomb different from all the others we've managed to survive, Sir John?"      

	The handsome elderly gentleman looked at him quizzically and replied suavely: "I don't know what your job is, young man, but it's not mine to speculate." 

	"But they are different, aren't they, Sir John?"

	A distraught Holroyd grabbed Pete by the elbow and almost manhandled him out of the room. Pete made no resistance. He was too shrewd to overplay his hand, but he had established that something odd, maybe important, was brewing.

	He allowed himself to be hustled into the next room.

	"A good try, old man," Holroyd said venomously, "but these diabolical liberties will get you nowhere."

	Pete brushed Holroyd's hand away. He was not impressed. "Come off it. You've gatecrashed for a story often enough."

	Holroyd changed his tone. Almost wheedling, he said: "Peter, if I get a chance to give you an exclusive, I will. I can't say fairer than that."

	Stenning decided to let him up for a moment: "Don't worry, old boy. You've seen the last of Stenning, the ageing rogue-elephant reporter," and left the room.

	"Who is that terrible man?" asked the baffled young secretary.      

	"The mortal remains, preserved in alcohol, of a once great journalist," retorted Holroyd, the secure P.R.O. But there was more than a hint of wistful, envious nostalgia in his voice.

	Stenning was walking downstairs. Nothing for it but to get back to the office. He had gained nothing tangible, but the reporter's extra sense made him feel that the journey on this wretchedly dismal wet night had by no means been wasted. He found himself outside the Press Office, hesitated, and went in. A girl with her back to the door was clearly having trouble with a duplicator.

	Jeannie looked up and said: "Hullo, have you come to fix this?"

	Pete looked at her and liked what he saw. A trim package deal, with adequate, if not sensational, vital statistics. Full kissable lips that could easily smile but, through frustration, were certainly not at the moment. Lissom legs, soft complexion. Pete pulled himself together. Business first.

	"I hadn't come to fix it, but, for you. . . why not?"

	Jeannie suddenly smiled warmly, "Oh no. I'm sorry. They said there'd be a man. Can I help you? Nearly everyone's gone home."

	Pete smiled back. "I'd like a copy of tonight's official lie release."

	"Tonight's what?"

	He picked up one of the sheets she had been mimeographing.

	"One of these, sweetie."

	She groped for a clean one. "It's over-inking. They're all smudged. We're in a bit of a state, what with the holidays. Everybody doing everybody else's job. Here, success! No smudges."

	"Thanks. Is that all I get, sweetie?"

	She looked taken aback, smiled slightly and replied firmly: "That's all you get---sweetie."

	"You wouldn't like a drink, or a meal, or a lift home?" he asked optimistically.

	"Correct," replied Jeannie, sweetly. She indicated a register.

	"Now, just for the record I'd like your name, please."

	"Pete Stenning. And just for my record, I'd like yours," he cracked.

	Jeannie paused, then cautiously said: "Pete Stenning? Daily Express?"

	He nodded.

	"In that case, if you're Pete Stenning, the handout's not all that you get."

	He moved towards her. This was too good to be true, he thought. And it was. Smiling angelically, she pulled back her hand and hauled him a short, sharp slap across the face which pulled him up as if he'd run into Terry Downes' left.

	"Now perhaps you'll excuse me, I have to dive back into the pool," and she swept out.

	Involuntarily, Pete clutched his cheek. He stood puzzled and then, finally, the truth dawned. He smiled in delight.

	As Peter's cab drove him back down the desolate, dank Embankment he threw off thoughts of the girl with the wallop and tried to figure the importance of the tiny crumb of information he had gleaned---little more than a wild hunch. He shrugged it off. It didn't make sense. Yet.

	 

	The printing presses were in full noisy swing. The first edition was rolling off and, as Bill Maguire and others in the newsroom grabbed at their damp copies, they saw that Indonesia had the lead, as Gerry Reynolds had hoped.

	Maguire thumbed through till he found his piece on thrombosis, and he snorted over-emphatically. " 'Thrombosis---the Truth!' What kind of impact heading is that? Might as well be working for the Medical Journal."

	The rest grinned. Bill Maguire was playing true to form.

	"Goodnight, Bill," called one of the boys, "you're a bit late, aren't you?" 

	"I'm dedicated," he growled. Just then a Reuter machine went into action with its staccato rat-a-tap. Maguire jerked his thumb over his shoulder. "Sounds like a flash if anybody's interested. Personally, I'm not. Goodnight, bunchers." And he moved off in the direction of a well-earned pint of bitter. 

	A sub-editor went over to the machine and read the flash as it came over: "RUSSIA ANNOUNCES WORLD'S LARGEST THERMO-NUCLEAR TEST EXPLOSION SIBERIA LAST MONDAY AFTERNOON. FORCE OF BOMB STATED EXCEEDS AMERICAN BY 20 PER CENT." END FLASH.

	Jacko, the Night Editor, turned to the sub. "Anything you can do, I can do better." But suddenly the room was alerted, "All right---this is a change up, next edition." He looked down at the time. "Monday last---what was that? 23rd. Monday. . . when was the American blast?"

	"Tuesday," volunteered someone.

	"What time?" 

	"Late afternoon, wasn't it? I don't know but I can check. Boy!" To Ronnie: "Library, clips on test bombs." The night editor cut in, "No, I want you. Get Mr. Maguire back."

	"I'll get 'em," said a reporter, scuttling out of the room.

	Jacko thought for a moment, then to a sub: "What's the difference in time factor between the Antarctic and Siberia?"

	The sub shrugged: "I pass."

	Jacko's brain was clicking over. Something was beginning to sound like a story. Slowly he muttered: "If California is eight hours behind us, the Antarctic must be more than that. . ." He made some hurried notes on a pad. "So late afternoon Siberia can't be far off the same time as early next morning in the Antarctic. . ." his voice faded away.

	"Which makes one hell of a story," replied the sub, and his eyes gleamed in anticipation.

	Bill Maguire came back, grumbling: "Now what?"

	The night editor pushed a tear-off at him: "Better read that." Bill brushed it aside. "I know. The kid told me. So what can I do?" He had the frustrated look of a man whose pint has been whipped from his lips just at the point of no return.

	But Jacko wasn't listening. "This is terrific stuff. We'll have a slip edition." He thought quickly and jerked out his orders. "Get Jeff. He'll be at the Savoy." He barked into a phone: "Head printer, quick." He turned brusquely to the sub: "Give me a quick fifty words across three columns. You've got five minutes."

	There was no arguing. This was action stations. This was what made all the drudgery seem worth while. "I'll write the headline," continued the night editor, "Maguire, let's have something for the leader page." He thought rapidly, "Possible effects---comparative figures. Check the actual time of explosions."

	"What, in five minutes?"

	"We'll put you in the next edition."

	"Thanks very much," Maguire replied sarcastically, but already he was at his desk.

	Jacko went back to the phone and shouted impatiently: "Where the hell's that printer? Well, get 'em back from tea!" He called to a reporter. "You, find the biggest mushroom picture in the files and see if they've any stock blocks."

	He spoke into the phone again: "Smudge? Good. Slip edition coming down in five minutes at most, so get a bloody move on."

	The grizzled head printer reported: "Don't we always? Yes, all right." He hung up the phone with a deceptive casualness. He'd heard this too often before to panic. Get a bloody move on, indeed. When had those editorial deadbeats ever been let down by his department?

	He called to the nearest type-setters: "Slip edition in five minutes. Front page lead---re-set." He dialled his phone as the type-setter "tut-tutted" to his mate: "What's the betting? Some princess somewhere is pregnant."

	The head printer phoned the machine manager's office. The wheels were turning swiftly and orderly. "Mac, there's a change-up coming down. . . yes, somebody's had another brainstorm. . . take us five to re-set. Be down with you in ten minutes."

	The machine manager shrugged: "Okay, Pat. Know what it is? Oh, well, so long as they haven't made beer illegal. . ." He grinned, hung up and moved through to the machine room. The noise was deafening as the presses still belched out the first edition.

	The machine manager crossed to the head mechanic. Impossible to make himself heard above the clatter of the machines. He whispered close to the mechanic's ear, who nodded and passed on the information to the rest of his men, ten fingers raised to indicate the ten minutes they could expect. The machine manager passed on to the store room. He spoke urgently to the stereo boss: "Slip edition in ten minutes. Put it on four machines. Bound to be a big replate for the second edition."

	The stereo manager sighed: "Somebody up there hates me! I should have stayed with Woman's Own." He jerked to his assistant: "Okay, give 'em the office." The assistant picked up a phone and buzzed the despatch department. . .

	 

	Pete leaped out of his taxi and hurried past the despatch warehouse. Quires of papers were being swiftly, skilfully packaged, thrust on to moving ramps and loaded on to vans. Next stops, Paddington, Euston, Liverpool Street, Charing Cross and from there to the farthest points of what some embittered pseudo-intellectual had called "This septic isle" or was it "sceptic"?

	Stenning took in this activity and, with a sudden guilty impulse looked at his watch, held it to his ear, shook it and frowned. He hurried to a nearby packer and without a word glanced at the man's watch. "Jeez," he muttered and hurried through the passage, up the stairs and through the back entrance of the newsroom.

	Jacko, the night editor, was hastily skimming through the sub's fifty-word intro, the new front page dummy at his elbow. Maguire was stolidly but rapidly tapping away, surrounded by clippings. Jacko did a swift correction on the intro and yelled: "Boy! Down the chute. . . quick!"

	Stenning stood uncertainly for a moment, then slipped unobtrusively to his desk. He waited. But Maguire played dumb, still stuck into his typing.

	Pete couldn't bear the silence.

	"My watch stopped," he said, sheepishly.

	"Uh-huh?" asked Maguire, still beating hell out of his long-suffering machine. Pete had committed the unforgivable sin.

	"For God's sake, Bill," snapped Pete, "drink or no drink, have I ever missed an edition before?"

	Maguire didn't look up. "You've missed more than one this time. You've missed the slip, too." Pete looked over Maguire's typewriter. "What's happened?"

	"Where were you at eight o'clock last Tuesday morning?" Bill asked heavily, as he clipped his story together.

	"Asleep, if I had any sense."

	"Well, that's something else you missed, too," replied Maguire flatly. "Mankind let off two for the price of one." He pushed the news item across to Pete and said: "Now we know what all that rattling was in the Spitzbergen attic. It amounts to the biggest jolt the earth has taken since the Ice Age." He got up slowly. "Now if you care to swim across to Harry's I'll buy you a last supper."

	"It's stopped raining," replied Pete, and thought what a dull inadequate remark that was.

	"It has?" asked Maguire. He hadn't had time to notice. "Well, for Christ's sake don't tell Jacko. He'll be liable to stop the presses." He picked up the papers from his desk and flung them on to the news desk. Jacko looked up. "Nine hundred words on how to stay happy though radiated," said Bill, "and I suppose Thrombosis comes out?" Pete stood uncertainly behind Maguire.

	"Sorry to have kept you up," kidded Jacko.

	Maguire half-bowed. "It's an honour and a pleasure, sir. I've always wanted to work an eight-day week."

	Jacko grinned again and said to Pete: "Got to lose your sunspots, too, Pete."      

	Pete frowned. He was puzzled. "Come on, Pete," cut in Maguire, a shade too eagerly, "let's get cracking to Harry's before we get involved in another flash," and he exited. Pete turned to Jacko, hesitated, and admitted: "I. . . um. . . I had trouble with the spots, Jacko."

	"I bet you did," was Jacko's brief, cheery reply, "but it read fine."

	Bewildered, Pete moved after Maguire, pausing only to pick up a first edition from a deserted desk. He walked slowly, flipping through it. He came to the leader page and stopped dead as if he'd been coshed. Two feature stories surrounded the cartoon. William Maguire telling the great wide world about thrombosis, and Peter Stenning asking the great wide world, "What Do You Know About Sunspots?"

	They walked to the lift. "You shouldn't have done this, Bill," said Pete. His tone was truculent, yet welling up within him was a crazy sense of gratitude.

	"Of course I shouldn't have done it. If I'd gone home when I should have done I wouldn't have got involved in this lot." He paused and felt for his pipe. "I need my bloody head examined, and so do you." The lift arrived. "Go on, get in," said Maguire, brusquely.

	There was a silence between the two, edgy, but not uneasy. Maguire flashed a quick professional eye over the paper. Stenning looked at nothing. They left the lift and walked through the foyer. 

	Almost beseechingly Pete turned to Maguire. He pleaded: "I did go to the Air Ministry, Bill, and my watch did stop." He was like some small boy who'd let down the school and was forced to make excuses. It was all-important to him that Bill Maguire should believe him, without any proof.

	"Maybe they'll give you a presentation watch when you leave," gagged Maguire, with a slight smile. They walked out to the street, glistening as the electric light shimmered over the drenched pavements.

	Maguire shot an overt look at the man walking miserably beside him. "What's eating you, Pete?" No reply. Maguire thought that he would take a chance. He said, quietly: "No woman's irreplaceable, Pete, doesn't matter how much you may have loved her."

	Pete laughed, but it was strained and fell coldly on the ear. Bill ignored the scorn and contempt and self-hatred. "There must be someone else, sooner or later." Pete laughed again. "Did I make a joke?" asked Maguire.

	"No matter how much I may have loved her," repeated Pete. "Loved her? I never trusted her from the day I met her."

	They waited as a post-office van, a taxi and a private motorist staged a "Ben-Hur" chariot race. That risk carefully disposed of, they walked gently across Fleet Street and just avoided being clogged by a "go-slow" bus that apparently had fourteen minutes in hand before reaching Waterloo.

	Safely across the road, Maguire pressed home his point. "That's what I mean, Pete. Don't keep worrying about what went wrong last time. This is today, tomorrow and next week. London's stiff with unattached females---enough to make your hair fall out," and he touched his thining pate. "Now the rain's stopped they'll all be coming out."

	"And females cure all, doctor?"

	Maguire shrugged and said: "Does alcohol?" He said firmly, but as man to man, and not as a lecture: "Get yourself a woman, Pete. Get yourself a dozen!" He gestured flamboyantly, as if Sheikh Bill Ali Maguire happened to be disposing of last year's harem.

	"I've got your permission, have I?" laughed Pete, feeling better in this mood of banter.

	"Permission? You've got my vicarious participation."

	Pete laughed again. Bill Maguire was in some ways a bit of a bastard; but what a lovable, friendly sociable bastard.

	They turned into Harry's Bar. This was a ritual which was regarded as the inevitable wind-up of a day's stint. Anything that Harry's Bar had in common with its namesakes in Paris, Venice, Rome and sundry other ritzy world capitals was purely titular.

	It was a wood and sawdust joint, with a few stools and well-scrubbed tables. The walls were decorated with a couple of indifferent murals and framed facsimiles of famous front pages and caricatures of well-known Fleet Street scribes, cameramen, drinkers and characters. Nothing lavish. But it served good food and drink and, though it had sometimes been known to stay open all night it didn't tread on the toes of the nearby Press Club. It was, in fact, a favourite hoary joke of Harry, who ran the place with the considerable help of May, that the Press Club merely existed to cater for his overflow.

	Harry was a small, stocky, rather prissy character who had been something of a thirsty man in his time but now preferred to see other people drink to his profit. May was a slightly fading brunette, once undeniably attractive. It stood out like Southend Pier that she was Harry's occasional mistress, though she would always deny it.

	How the pair had penetrated Fleet Street was a great mystery, but they basked in the press atmosphere, revelled in the thought that they were in on the inside news and, frankly, wouldn't have changed their bar for a concession at the Caprice.

	As Maguire and Stenning walked in, a few customers were hanging around the bar, including Sanderson, one or two other Express men and a few from other sheets. One of them greeted Maguire: "Well, well, the opposition's late tonight."

	Maguire loftily waved him away and said: "We don't recognise any opposition, son."

	At the bar they greeted May and Harry with easy familiarity. There was a relaxed friendliness about the place which was most welcome after the tension of the past hour or so. Maguire ordered a couple of lean steaks, red inside, nice and brown out.

	"Make it one," said Stenning, "I'll have a nice brown scotch."

	"As well. You'll have a steak, too," chided Maguire. "It's good to eat once a week." He threw his copy of the paper to Harry. "All agency stuff tonight, so you can have a look for a change," he said, horsing around as though stealthily looking for spies from other camps.

	"Oh, and there's a very well written article about thrombosis. One cause is eating too much fat."

	Harry simpered and looked hurt. He said: "There's no fat on mine."

	Loyally, Maguire gave him the stock come-back: "On your what, Harry?"

	Through the badinage, Pete was only half listening. The mention of Bill Maguire's feature had re-opened his niggling conscience over "his" own.

	"Did Sandy know I wasn't there, Bill?" he asked.

	Maguire was saved by the gong. Pete's urgent question was smothered under a splash of conversation. Harry was protesting that there was no fat on his fillets. "Go on, May, show 'em your fillet," he squeaked.

	"Please!" replied Maguire, "I'm a married man." May was sniping at Harry and other customers were mixing it. Pete had to bide his time. "You want jackets on your spuds?" asked May of Bill.

	"No potatoes for me," he replied, shocked. "I've read my article." He winked, picked up his drink and wandered to a corner table with Pete.

	"What did you tell Sandy?" asked Pete, and it was no time for gagging or evasion, as Bill sensed.

	"I said you'd phoned it in," replied Maguire, simply. The two looked at each other steadily. A man passed the table and idly cracked: "Hiya, Stenning. Still with the Express?"

	"Well, I was when I came out ten minutes ago. Why, have you heard anything?" replied Pete glibly. It was the old, corny reply to the old, corny question; on how solid you were with the paper depended your reaction and, this time, Pete threw the comeback away a beat too casually.

	Another reporter paused at their table: "It's murder up at our place tonight. They don't know what to make of this Russian bomb."

	"Your place never knows what to make of anything," jeered Pete. The chap from the Mail made a rude noise and sloped to the bar. These were the sort of half-mocking, half-true gags that were the small change of conversation in Fleet Street pubs between editions. Nobody, colleagues or rivals, took them too seriously, though it was not policy to ignore a barb. Stow it away; its significance, if any, might show up later. 

	Bill Maguire looked at Pete. He could smell a situation and was trying desperately to ease the edgy tension. He watched Pete scraping the wooden table with his fork as May put knives and forks on it and then walked away.

	Bill said the first thing that came into his bemused head: "You know, sometimes I think I could." He pointed airily with a knife at May's retreating bottom, given an extra provocative jiggle by her new stiletto heels. Bill continued: "I've always worked on the theory that the plainer they are the more grateful they'll be."

	He stopped abruptly. He was very conscious that Queen's Jester was not his role. Slowly and sincerely he said: "It's the kid really, isn't it?"

	Stenning nodded abruptly. He threw down his fork defiantly, and lit a cigarette. It had been the bitterest, most painful moment of his life when Daphne had been given custody of young Michael. Not that he could have expected anything else in the circumstances. He'd played the old-fashioned gentleman and given her the evidence for the divorce, like a quixotic, bloody fool. But, anyway he'd never have had custody of the child. Newspapermen are not ideally suited for bringing up kids on their own.

	He started to talk. For a while they could forget their job; they were not to know that events were moving that were to toss the whole world into jeopardy. As of this moment, they were on their own, and Pete was grateful to Bill. He was certain young Michael would like Bill.

	Michael! "Bill, you should see the way they're bringing him up." He launched into a sullen tirade about "the right prep school, the right public school, the right this, the right that." He swigged at his scotch. "When they've finished with him he'll be a right, bowler-hatted, toffee-nosed gent, Bill, but he won't be my son! " 

	"I don't know," smiled Bill, wondering how far he dare go. "I reckon that that bad blood of yours is bound to come out. How old is he now?"

	"Seven."

	Maguire raised his glass and toasted: "Well, here's to him. May he turn out to be a hard-drinking, hard-fighting son of a. . ."

	"Bitch," interrupted Pete. "That part of his parentage is for sure."

	Maguire detested that petulant bitterness in a grown man's voice and he made no move to stop him when Pete suddenly rose, said: "See you tomorrow, Bill," and walked out abruptly. Bill nodded, thinking how Pete had got himself a hard problem to lick. 

	May brought over the steaks. He said: "Mr. Stenning's had to go. Wrap his up for me, for my dog, May, please."

	"Oh, yes, Mr. Maguire. And how's Mrs. Maguire?"

	"Fine, thanks," and it gave him a wonderful secure sense of belonging to know that soon he would be home with her, providing that goddammed office didn't disturb him before he'd seen this fillet away.

	"I wouldn't like to be a newspaperman's wife," remarked May, busying herself with the cruet. "Coming home at all hours of the night."

	"And day," remarked Maguire, as he approached his steak with relish. "We sometimes come home in the middle of the day."

	May fluttered mascaraed eyelashes coyly. She said archly: "Coo, I bet that can be embarrassing."

	"Yes, it has been for some," replied Maguire dryly and he looked at the door. Ah well, he thought, and stretched for the mustard.

	 


 

	FOUR

	Pete Stenning was enjoying the bright, morning sunshine as he walked purposefully, but without hurry, towards Fleet Street. He passed the Whitehall Theatre, casually reflecting that despite atom bombs there'd always be an England while Brian Rix and his trained lunatics could pack a theatre for well over ten years with three simple farces.

	He swung into Trafalgar Square and stopped short. Here was activity. Here were people helping to shape destiny---or were they? A frenetic "Ban-the-Bomb" meeting was in progress. 

	Pete pushed his way through the throng, and past the speakers. He was quite sure that many of the people there were genuinely inspired. But why did they always have to attract so many cranks? Did such demonstrations really have any effect? Perhaps not. But at least some people deep down felt keenly enough to care. He wished that deep down he did. Better, perhaps, a hopeless cause than an arid gap of none at all.

	A demonstrator pushed a leaflet into his hand. He didn't bother to glance at it, but thrust it into somebody else's limp, unprotesting hand.

	Another young man stopped him, waving an unlit cigarette and, under the hubbub, miming a request for a light. Pete offered him his own cigarette and suddenly one of the speakers earned a sharp burst of applause. The man took his cigarette out of his mouth and automatically cheered, without even bothering to look up.

	Down St. Martin's Lane another procession was marching stolidly towards Nelson's Column. Boldly its banners flared in the sunshine. "KEEP THE BOMB", they shrieked; "KEEP THE PEACE" "H-BOMB---THE SAFEST DETERRENT" "BRITAIN MUST BE STRONG".

	"And may the best man win," Pete cynically muttered, as he took back his cigarette, and pushed on.

	The arrival of the new procession was like a sudden spark to a parched undergrowth. Within a matter of seconds the two groups had tangled. Fists and insults flashed, women were screaming and Pete felt a faint nausea. How many times had he seen similar scenes in the streets of so many capitals. Ugly, quarrelsome flare-ups in the precious cause of peace.

	A news photographer, caught off balance, was pushed bodily into the fountain and Pete paused to help drag him out.

	"All right?" he asked.

	"Yeah," replied the cameraman, swearing lustily, "but the camera's probably had it."

	Pete climbed with difficulty up the side of a newsreel truck.

	"Can I join you? Daily Express."

	"Be my guest; we've got the Herald up here, already."

	The Herald reporter grinned: "Always ahead of the Express"

	"Yes," cracked Pete, "when it comes to getting out of fights."

	"Well, don't start another one up here," said the camera assistant, busily loading new film. Suddenly the newsreelman looked up and said: "Holy smoke, see that!" Pete followed his gaze and high above the roofs of the Whitehall buildings he saw that the sun was in partial eclipse.

	"This certainly wasn't on the schedule," said the assistant cameraman, rather uncertainly.

	Pete jumped hurriedly off the truck and dived into the crowd. Some desultory scrapping was still going on, but most people were now rooted to the spot gazing up at the eclipse. Pete looked round urgently. Ah, yes, in luck. He ran up to a tourist and grabbed at the man's camera.

	"Please, lend me this for a minute. I'm press. I want a picture of this." He grabbed the astounded man by the arm and dragged him through the crowd. Pete dropped on one knee so that the crowd was in the foreground, whipped the bewildered tourist's sunglasses and held them over the lenses as a filter. Pete clicked three times.

	At last the man found his indignant voice: "Hi, I've got pictures in there."

	"You'll get 'em processed for nothing," promised Pete.

	The rioting crowds were now mostly standing uncertainly as the eclipse became almost total. Pete grabbed a cab, bundled the man in it and ordered: "Fleet Street. . . Express."

	Walter Jefferson---"Jeff" to everybody in Fleet Street---was holding his noon conference. The man acknowledged, even by his keenest rivals, to be one of the greatest newspaper editors of the century was short, tubby, bright of eye and supremely in command of his craft.

	He had built up the sheet by enthusiasm, know-how and personal dedication to a profession that had threatened his health, his other interests (and what were they after a few years in this exacting job?) and, but for a supremely understanding wife, his domestic life.

	He kept his staff happy and on their toes. They never knew what mood they would find him in; they always knew that the mood was inspired or dictated by something that affected the paper.

	He had been in on some of the greatest stories that Fleet Street had ever handled. Nearly thirty years of weaving headlines out of history. He sensed that people wanted to learn, to know, but they wanted to be entertained while they were learning. A dull story, however important, was death to him.      

	Always he wanted ideas. Always he wanted the circulation to represent so many friends, not just so many buyers of the newspaper. He wanted the last paragraph of the story to be as good as the first one, and those in the middle to be as good as either. He wanted punch and vitality in headlines, pictures, stories.             

	But above all he demanded news, news, news. The word to Jeff was nectar. It was what penicillin had meant to Fleming, "Guinea-pigs" to MacIndoe, television to Baird; what laughter means to the Crazy Gang, the method to Brando, snooker to Joe Davis.

	Bill Maguire, who had been gently doing this mental profile of Jeff, gave up. It came down to Jeff being something pretty special in Fleet Street.

	Jeff had built up his 22-carat gold reputation on rising to a crisis with decision and boldness. This morning looked like the beginning of a first-class crisis. He tingled with pleasure at the thought. He tapped a damp print with his chubby hand. It was a print of the eclipse that Stenning had taken.

	Jeff looked round at the dozen or so executives and top writers that were in on the conference. He spoke rapidly, but forcefully: "I don't want to know about an eclipse of the sun. The evenings will have caned it stone dead by tomorrow morning. But I do want to know what caused the eclipse ten days before it was due." He turned to Bill Maguire: "Bill, this is your department."

	Maguire groaned: "I don't know why everyone looks on me as Old Moore. Your guess is as good as mine."

	The editor brushed that aside: "I don't want guesses. I wants facts. Get hold of someone up top---Sir John Kelly. What about, what do you call it? Jodrell Bank. There must be a reason. Find it."

	Maguire said tentatively: "Stenning got in to see Kelly."

	Ruefully Pete cut in: "He had twenty-eight fully armed guards around him. He wouldn't even say 'goodnight' in case it was taken as an official comment on the future of mankind."

	Jeff thought for a split second. "Which convinces me even more that information is being withheld by the official sources."

	He handed the print to Stenning: "Get it over to the Standard, they might make the first late night."

	"I'll send a messenger right away."

	"Never mind a messenger---it's your picture. Follow it through yourself," Jeff snapped. Once again Pete felt himself flushing with an intense rage. What the hell did everybody mean by treating him like some copyboy? Only Maguire sensed the atmosphere and sighed with relief when Stenning turned on his heel and abruptly walked out. The others were deep in discussion.

	One character wondered whether the public would be interested in the weather after what they'd endured. Another thought that they were lucky to have some sun to eclipse.

	But Jeff could not be shaken: "I know what I read in these agency reports and what I see on this globe." He turned to the globe at the back of his desk and traced a line with his finger.

	"Southern France, Sicily, Libya---ten days torrential rain in their peak summer month. The Nile flooding Egyptian deserts for the first time in known memory." He warmed to his theme. "Look---it's practically a straight line. Western Australia---normally arid wastes---two feet of rain. New Zealand floods. And back here?" he shrugged, "an untabled eclipse."

	He awaited reactions from his concentrated staff.

	Davis, the news editor, asked tentatively, "Are we suggesting it's something to do with double bombs?"

	Maguire scoffed indignantly. "Ah sure! we blew the moon ahead of its schedule."

	"I'm not treating this as a joke, Bill," cut in Jeff quietly, "are you?"

	"Look, I only know what I read in the papers. There may be some minor meteorological after-effects from some double explosion. Quite honestly, I wouldn't know."

	"Well, I want to know," said Jeff, "I've heard others are running around like lunatics putting together a lot of bits and pieces which might add up to a very big story indeed. And I want it first, whatever it is! Is that clear?"

	A reporter popped his head round the door with the news that Sir John Kelly was to be on T.V. and radio at one o'clock, and the conference dispersed.

	Over in Harry's Bar there was a fairly crowded gathering. Pete, sipping a scotch, and Maguire, gnawing a ham roll and swigging a glass of beer, were among those casually watching the television screen as the set warmed up and a picture of Sir John at his desk came into camera.

	He was saying. . . "as I am sure most of you will know, a solar eclipse occurs as a result of the interposition of the moon between the earth and sun, causing a greater or less portion of the sun to be hidden from our view. . ."

	Maguire cracked to Pete: "And that, children, is how the little bunny rabbit got his fluffy white tail!" Pete hushed him as Sir John's suave tones droned on.

	". . . when one considers that the moon is 240 thousand miles away and the sun 93 million it is an extraordinary thing that astronomers can tell with such a degree of accuracy what their movements will be many years ahead. . ." 

	"What's that all mean?" asked Maguire in exasperation.

	"It means that he doesn't know what it's all about," replied Stenning cynically.

	". . . perhaps we have become so used to their accuracy that any slight deviation from this pattern is apt to start people searching for wild causes---in this case many of you are blaming the unfortunate concurrence of the two nuclear detonations. Well, of course, this is nonsense. An eclipse off-cycle has happened before in the earth's lifetime and will probably happen again. It is certainly nothing to worry about. . ."

	"Of course not," said Pete sarcastically, "it's all good clean fun. Just light the blue paper and retire to a safe distance." As Kelly continued blandly to blind the bewildered viewers with science, Pete turned to the bar with disgust: "Give me another drink, Harry, boy. There may not be much time!"

	 

	It was turning out to be the kind of unexpected summer that bred pessimism. People were enjoying it with a rather grudging wariness, as if the hot sunshine and permanently blue skies were some sort of subtle warning sent by an affronted Creator.

	"It's not natural," they'd say doubtfully. "We'll have to pay for this later," they'd moan. "It'll make the winter seem long," they'd argue.

	Some felt the whole thing should be ignored in case it suddenly ceased. But the newspapers didn't ignore the blazing summer. Short of hard news they turned to the weather joyously, playing it up with such piercing headline as the Mirror's "PHEWWWW!!! . . . 87. . . 90. . . 93. . . Going Up!" 

	The seaside resorts looked like the Riviera, with bikini-clad girls voluptuously sunbathing, the sea a mass of people trying desperately to keep cool, and the wiser and more discreet seeking refuge under coloured umbrellas. The roads to the coast were jam-packed. Everybody was trying to take advantage of one of the hottest spells of the past decade.

	Those who couldn't get away made the best they could of the towns, fighting the oppressive heat with their own methods. They shed their clothes in a way very foreign to British convention. Umbrellas and tables moved on to the pavements outside cafes. More and more this looked like Continent-on-the-Thames.

	The Thames, on this particular Sunday, was a prime favourite. Beflagged pleasure steamers, packed with sweltering but happy pleasure-seekers chugged lazily up and down the river, hooting occasionally in lethargic fashion, while excited laughter and chatter rose to the high heavens from the jammed decks.

	Battersea Pleasure Gardens was another magnet. Here, people who would have been shuddering at the thought of putting in so much energy at their week's work, did not spare themselves in their pursuit of pleasure. There are few more dogged and exhausting sights than the British at play.

	A newspaper bill announced: "YOU NEVER HAD IT SO HOT". Certainly those in charge of the sideshows and attractions at the Pleasure Gardens had never had it so profitable. Fairground music rang insistently and metallically through the tinny loudspeakers, but it could not drown the rich, urgent symphony of the people themselves.

	Girls squealed masochistically as they plunged down the Great Dipper. With mock modesty they "oohed" and "aaahed" as their skirts rose to their waists on the Caterpillar, revealing scanty panties and soft, pink thighs. People who would be scared to travel to the coast by airplane gladly incarcerated their bodies into devilish machines that careered drunkenly through the air supported only by a framework of iron and wood. Pin machines flashed, boats floated gently on the pool.

	Less energetic folk lay on the grass, sunbathing, desultorily reading the papers, picnicking and sometimes, furtively, making discreet love. Others just slept, oblivious of everything. It was the same sun blazing down on them in Battersea so why bother about Montego Bay?

	Kids munched candy floss and sucked ice-cream wafers. Adults waited with ill-concealed patience for the hour when they could swap their orangeade for a man's-size mild-and-bitter, courtesy of the licensing laws.

	As usual, there was a solid crowd round the dodgem car site, getting a vicarious thrill as some devilish would-be Stirling Moss mowed down a lesser rival with a sickening thump. Pete Stenning laughed aloud as his seven-year-old son, Michael, dexterously avoided being bumped by a carrotty, bespectacled youth who bore down on their car like Boadicea's chariot. He laughed louder, but put his arm protectively around him, as young Mike slewed around with revenge in his eye.

	But the current was cut. The ride was over. Pete lifted Michael out of the car and noted with delight the sheer pleasure in the child's face. These weekly meetings were the one thing these days that made life tolerable for Pete. Not the job, any more. Just young Mike. He led Michael to the steps leading from the track.

	Eagerly, Michael said: "What shall we go on now? Let's go on the Ghost Train." Pete felt a slight stab as he heard the boy's tones. He spoke so nicely. Too nicely. They were the starched, over-refined tones of a boy brought up by a starched over-refined nanny. Too bloody polite, thought Pete and he knew that he was being unreasonable and jealous. But he could not shake off this feeling that young Michael was being brought up in an unreal atmosphere. It need not have been like that. If only he and Daphne had not. . .

	He was jerked back to reality with young Michael clutching at his sleeve. "The Ghost Train, the Ghost Train."

	"We haven't much time," Pete replied doubtfully. He could see Michael's Nanny approaching the dodgems with her slow, purposeful tread.

	"Yes, we have, we have time. . ." replied Michael. Then he, too, spotted Nanny.

	"Let's hide," he whispered, "let's stay here for ever."

	His father laughed with delight. Pride and affection were bursting within him. Whatever happened, this was his son. He lifted the kid up and dodged out of Nanny's range.

	She knew the routine, but she reached the Ghost Train too late. Pete Stenning and young Michael had disappeared through the double swing doors into the gloom within and its hidden thrills and terrors.

	Pete had shared this ride so often with Michael that, blindfolded, he could have painted the scene. He knew just when a fiendish skeleton would wobble in front of them, when the lighting would turn to a macabre green, when the klaxons would bay out a hideous, ghostlike cackle. He knew every floating crocodile, every cobweb, every trick and turn of the short "horror-laden" course.

	But always he responded to the mood of young Michael, who was perpetually surprised with every trick of the sideshow and sought protection from his father next to him. Peter swore under his breath: What sort of crazy deal was this when you were closest to your own son in a damned Battersea Fun Fair sideshow? The car jerked into the open air and he looked down with joy at the child's pleasure that shone clean and uncompromising from his grey eyes and small, firm mouth.

	"Let's go on again, Dad," beseeched Michael.

	But Nanny swooped.

	"You shouldn't take him in that place, Mr. Stenning, it gives him bad dreams."

	Pete didn't argue with the kindly but severely dried up nurse. There was no point. Instead he turned to Michael and said: "No time, Mike. You'd better go. It's almost one o'clock."

	"Oh good. That's when the clock works." He turned to Nanny. "Please, can I see the clock work?"

	Pete looked at the nurse and she shrugged, but smiled slightly.

	"Five minutes, no more," Pete promised as he grabbed Michael's hand and they ran to the Guinness clock. He heaved the child on to his shoulder as the mechanical figures hurried in and out of traps. Michael clapped delightedly and Pete warmed to his enthusiasm.

	The show was over and Pete took his son back to his Nanny. He thanked her and promised Michael that they'd go on the Ghost Train again. Then came the unbearable moment. Every week it was like a jagged stab and he swore each time that he couldn't take it any more. But, of course, he did.

	Young Michael smiled at his father and put out a hand.

	"Goodbye, then, Daddy," he said politely.

	The terrifying formality and lack of communication between the two tore at Pete. It made him feel so desolate, so inadequate. It hinted at the remoteness that was to separate them for the rest of their lives. He shook off the feeling, smiled and kissed the boy on his forehead.

	"Goodbye, son," he said quietly, and stood as young Michael walked primly away with his nurse.

	 

	Pete Stenning lit a cigarette and strolled idly away. He was prey to many thoughts. Every week after he'd left Michael he found himself stalking the same well-worn mental terrain. Why did it have to go wrong? Why to Daphne and Peter Stenning? Well, why not? He smiled mirthlessly.

	He'd met Daphne not long after he'd joined the Express. She was not exactly a pick-up, though come to think of it, what was the difference? He had been taken along to a latish party off the King's Road. "A load of fun," he'd been assured by Kirby, the Daily Sketch reporter that he'd run into in the Albion. 

	Stenning reacted instinctively to a remark like that in those days. Yes, the party had been all right. Plenty of drink to disguise the fact that there was not much wit in the conversation and, damn it, not many people worth talking to, anyway. 

	Kirby soon dumped him, becoming rapidly enamoured of a statuesque redhead in tight jeans, who, through an excess of drink, was beginning to look horrifyingly like a miniature Tower of Pisa.

	Pete found himself talking to a bunch of people, most of whom were arguing at cross-purposes over the threadbare problem of whether man shaped religion or vice versa. The discussion didn't get very far on account of one young man who, at the most irrelevant moments, insisted on bringing Sammy Davis Junior into the conversation.

	Pete quietly detached himself from the group and joined a girl who was sitting alone, nursing a drink and trying, without success, to listen to an Ella Fitzgerald longplayer. They said "hello".

	Three hours later they were most successfully in bed.

	One thing had led to another and Daphne Seabrook was probably as surprised as he was. Nevertheless, the fact remained that within the time taken to play two football matches an Express reporter and an unknown brunette secretary working in the City had made contact. He never did claim that three hours was remotely near par for the Fleet Street course, but four months later they were married. He felt that four months and three hours was reasonable going.

	Why marriage? Well, she was a gourmet's delight in bed; warm, not over-demanding when he was tired, but magnificently responsive and inventive when the mood engulfed them both.

	It wasn't just bed. She seemed genuinely excited about his job. She loved the occasional first nights to which he took her. She was as much at home with the boys in Harry's Bar as in the Savoy Grill or Siegi's Club. She was amusing without being witty, intelligent without being an egghead, fashionable without being conspicuous.

	But all the time he sensed that she wasn't to be trusted. Every masculine instinct branded her as a bitch in Cinemascope.

	It had gone on amicably enough until Michael had arrived. She had never wanted a child. Neither had he, until the baby arrived. Then it suddenly became totally important. But the job was getting heavier and heavier. Daphne was tied to the flat. He was away more and more. They drew apart.

	It was the old, heavily-lined story which either drags on interminably or comes to a swift, unpleasant ending. Their story had ended in a few quarrels, a few tears---and the Divorce Court.

	Pete had managed to scrape on to the last train from Cardiff instead of having to stay the night as he had planned.

	The gentleman in their bed had been apologetic and pathetically anxious to explain that it was all his fault. Pete was almost sorry for the poor, surprised bastard. There he was struggling to find his pants and at the same time wondering when the outraged husband was going to lash out. But Pete didn't lash. He couldn't be bothered. At that moment he wasn't sure whether he disliked himself or Daphne the more.

	But from that moment, the Fleet Street career of Pete Stenning had to compete with loneliness, disillusionment, frustration and booze. And these are fairly formidable odds in this prickly, demanding profession. He began to lose that compelling drive so essential in the Street.

	Pete shook off his morbid thoughts as he strolled through the Fun Fair. He had to be at work soon and who knew what headaches that would produce? In this weather, too. He remembered that the Air Ministry had promised "more to come" and that Jeff and the various editors were still quietly working on the double-bomb explosion theory. It had been buried for awhile, but the Express had by no means forgotten. 

	Better see whether the Sundays had worked hard yesterday. He hoped they'd provided a few ripe follow-ups, for Sunday was always a lousy day to try and whip up any news. Nobody was ever in.

	He bought all the papers and, as he turned away from the vendor, he got a passing peek of a girl stretched out on the grass. She was sunbathing with all the vigour of someone determined to get a tan that would kid her friends that she'd spent a millionairess month in St. Tropez.

	Pete looked casually at the girl and that was no hardship, with her firm body barely covered with brief red shorts, and a gaily coloured kerchief that legally covered her breasts, but only by a photo-finish.

	Then he grinned slowly. It was that slaphappy little piece from the Air Ministry. Well, well. . . well met. He eased his way round till his shadow engulfed her. She squinted up at him.

	"Quite a day to jump in the pool, isn't it?" he smiled, "made any good connections lately?"

	Jeannie struggled slowly to a sitting position and sighed deeply as she brushed the grass off her shoulders.

	"Look, please," she pleaded, "this is my day off."

	He brushed that aside and sat down beside her. "Come the revolution and we'll all have Sunday off. I have to be in the office two hours ago."

	She looked at him quizzically: "I just hate to think of them trying to print that great big paper without you."

	Pete grinned modestly and returned to the attack: "Tell me something, Miss---er---"

	"Miss Er will do," countered Jeannie.

	"Are you anti-press," asked Pete, "or just anti-me?"

	Jeannie stretched and Pete noted with appreciation that every department was well represented. Here was a very delectable young woman. He thought, idly, that he'd like two of her for book-ends.

	"On the contrary," Jeannie replied. "I wish you the best of luck on your prowl. You'll find the bikini section of the forest nearer the river---why don't you go and howl over there?"

	Pete grinned lazily. He was enjoying the banter. It was melting the chilly thoughts that always welled in his brain after he had left young Michael.

	"Oh come on," he begged, "break down. Now what did I do?" He sat up and stabbed his chest: "All right, so I shouted on the phone. That was four weeks ago." (He made it sound like the relief of Mafeking.) "Does it have to be a blood feud? Do you have to make it a High Court case?" He looked down at Jeannie who was now lying supine, apparently asleep. "Besides," Pete said, throwing in his final plea, "I was under stress at the time. I was sober."

	There was a brief pause. Jeannie's green-grey eyes opened and she looked at him unblinkingly for a few seconds. Then her warm smile returned, as she thought back.

	"It was my first day on the switchboard. I did some terrible things," she giggled. "I connected Mr. Holroyd with his wife and he thought he was talking to Miss. . ." She sat up suddenly, clapping her hand over her mouth. "Oh dear," she sighed, "I shouldn't have told you that. . . a switchboard is very confidential. And at the Air Ministry even more very."

	Pete didn't argue about that. Instead he said: "How very is your phone number?"

	"You'd get nothing but crackle. It's a bad line," she said, sparring.

	Pete sensed the flirtatious mood. He asked her to lunch, but on Sundays, said Jeannie, she didn't lunch. No feud---but no food either. Diet. No chance of dinner. Tonight she washed her hair.

	"Well that lets out breakfast," quipped Pete. "I just can't stand those hairpins. One quick turn over and you can lose an eye."

	Jeannie laughed spontaneously and Pete looked at her happily. She had involuntarily placed her hand on his arm. She swiftly removed it, but Pete felt very close to her, and very chirpy. 

	They lay back. The throbbing sun robbed them of any desire to think or talk. But suddenly they were conscious of surprised, upraised voices. They struggled up to find the river rails lined with puzzled, excited sunbathers gazing up river.

	Pete pulled Jeannie to her feet and they ran down to join the crowd. Pete's eyes narrowed at what he saw. Coming down the river was a solid mass of mist. It surged along purposefully, swirling over the Thames and the banks of the river. Like some dank, unfolding carpet it blanketed the streets and the base of the nearby buildings.

	A pleasure boat was puffing cheerfully along the river when suddenly this cotton-wool overtook the vessel and, while passengers screamed and squealed, not from fear, but from sheer surprise and puzzlement, engulfed it. Only the masts stood clearly visible in the sunshine.

	More weather puzzles, thought Pete, soberly. He drew Jeannie protectingly to him.

	He could see only the smoke stacks of Battersea Power Station. Buses were crawling across Chelsea Bridge, but only their top decks were visible. The rest of the bridge was swathed in this extraordinary mist. Pete shuddered slightly, and looked up at the tops of nearby buildings and at the blue sky. He was not sure whether the sight comforted him or gave him the willies even more.

	"Well, I suppose that's the end of our summer," said Jeannie.

	Pete grunted: "H'm, looks like you'll be able to get your hair washed earlier." He took her arm and said: "We'd better get back to the main road while we can still find our way there."

	The mist was thickening fast. Already, Jeannie was only a hazy shadow.

	But Jeannie had to get back to find her handbag. They edged back roughly to where they had been sitting. Through the gathering darkness could be heard tense voices: "Not that way, that's the river. . ." "Get to the railings and follow them to the bridge." Vaguely, muzzy forms weaved around in the mist. One plaintive gentleman could be heard insisting that all his wife had to do was find the Gents because the car was parked right opposite.

	The Sunday sunshine siesta had, so to speak, fizzled into a filthy foggy fiasco. Pete grinned to himself quickly. What about that alliterative vomit for a silly season double spread headline?

	Jeannie found her bag and shouted the good news to Pete.

	"Great. Now do you think you can find me?"

	"Keep talking."

	"Control to Miss Er," called Pete. "Control to Miss Er. . . waiting for you to come in. . . water's fine. . ."

	He cut off abruptly as he heard the low wail of a crying child.

	He listened intently, then called: "Anyone with that kid?" No reply, but the child still cried plaintively as Jeannie came through the mist to his side. "Sounds like a lost child somewhere," he said briefly and, grasping her hand, they moved off into the mist.

	The crying sounded nearer and there, sure enough, they found her. A tiny grave-eyed mite, sitting on the grass, bawling her eyes out at a mysterious world that never allowed any argument---except tears.

	Pete and Jeannie tried to get the little girl to talk.

	Pete coaxed her gently and Jeannie was quick to notice the friendly, chivalrous understanding with which he talked to the scared moppet.

	"Hi, there," he said, "you lost? Well that makes three of us. Now come on, no more crying." He indicated Jeannie, "We're lost too and we're not crying, are we? What's your name, sweetie?"

	The child stopped crying and just looked at them with wide eyes.

	"Well, we seem to have made a big impact here," laughed Pete.

	"What d'you think we should do?" asked Jeannie.

	He played it deadpan. "There's only one thing to do. The three of us must make a home in the nearest cave, face the future with courage and vow to carry on the human race."

	Jeannie smiled, but was practical. "There's usually a policeman at the main gate. . ."

	Pete turned to the child: "My name's Peter. Won't you tell me yours?" The child looked at him shyly. "Okay," Pete replied, "we'll have to call you Miss Er Junior," and he stooped and scooped the youngster into his arms.

	Jeannie laughed as she watched him and then impulsively said: "Make it Miss Er Senior. I'm changing mine to Jeannie Craig. All right?"

	"Very suitable," replied Pete. "Sort of Scotch. Like this mist."

	They were groping their way to the main gate. Motorists were still trying to find their cars. Pedestrians were blundering around in the dim, pall of greyish-white mist. Pete looked upwards and couldn't reconcile this groping with the clear, brilliant sunshine overhead.

	He jerked himself out of his mood, raised the child on to his shoulders and said, "There. Now you're taller than any of us. See anybody you know?"

	Jeannie watched him with appreciation. It was a woman's compliment for a man who liked children.

	"You look like you're used to carrying children," she said lightly.

	"Yes," cracked Pete, "my doctor says I have the perfect figure for it." He paused for a few seconds. Then he suddenly decided that it was important that he should level with this. . . this switchboard terror, Jeannie. . . er. . . Jeannie Craig. "Also," he added, "I have a child of my own."

	Jeannie caught her breath. But, before she could say a word, he was two yards ahead and invisible. She hurried on. She had wanted desperately to know. But why? Why? She'd only met him twice and that had added up to one quarrel. But not today, she thought, and she smiled as she groped through the mist.

	At the main gate, Pete and Jeannie quietly located a policeman and handed over the lost child, who in a last-minute burst of confidence admitted that her name was Trixie and that she had come out with someone named Rita. Pete flashed a sympathetic look at the sorely tried constable and led Jeannie away. 

	Pete discovered that Jeannie lived just behind Dolphin Square and as a bus came along he urged her on to it. "Hop on, at least it'll get us over the bridge." The mist was settling down like a fuzzy blanket. But still, inexplicably, it was only on the ground.

	The conductor waddled downstairs as Pete helped Jeannie on to the platform. "Bloody marvellous, isn't it?" he asked. "Clear as a bell on the top deck. Had the lot this summer, haven't we?"

	Pete turned back as he and Jeannie went upstairs.

	"Not yet," he said gravely. "There'll be three foot of snow by tea time."

	"You don't want to make jokes like that," replied the West Indian conductor, grinning widely. English passengers. . . always taking a chance.

	Pete and Jeannie reached the top deck and looked out of the window. Pete shook his head incredulously. Because they were on a bridge which gave them height, from the top deck of the bus they could see the Thames was swathed in a thick, rolling mist which went up to about the fourth floor of all offices, and then brilliant sunshine. The Houses of Parliament, Port of London Authority, Big Ben, Westminster Abbey, only the top halves of them were visible.

	Jeannie uttered both their thoughts: "Looks spooky, doesn't it?" and she shuddered slightly.

	Pete lit a cigarette and drew thoughtfully: "I'm fascinated to know what your friend Mr. Holroyd makes of this."

	Jeannie replied gaily: "Mr. Holroyd is not my friend. I just work for him now and again."

	"And turn down all his passes?"

	"He's harmless," she replied casually.

	"Nobody's harmless, if they're normal," said Pete and he edged his arm round the back of her seat.

	"And you're normal?" she asked lightly.

	"So far. There's only a few of us normals left, you know. You should always be nice to us."

	For a moment Jeannie didn't reply then suddenly, impetuously she said: "Is it a boy or a girl?"

	"Huh?" asked a startled Pete.

	"Your child."

	"Boy," he said shortly.

	"Are you married?" asked Jeannie and tried, not quite successfully, to keep her tone almost flippant.

	Stenning answered her cautiously. He hadn't expected this. "Divorced," he admitted. "I meet the boy there once a week. He likes the fun fair," he laughed, "he wants to live there. Preferably on the Ghost Train if it can be rented reasonably."

	The banter ceased as a gentle thud shook them forward in their seats. The bus, fortunately crawling, had bumped into another vehicle.

	"That sounds like our cue to walk," said Pete, and they climbed down the stairs.

	The mist was now thickening badly and visibility was almost nil as Pete and Jeannie groped uncertainly across the road and found themselves outside an underground station. People were pouring out of the entrance but a police sergeant was barring anybody who wanted to descend. "Sorry," he apologised, "the station's closed for the time being. Sorry, madam, no trains for a while. . ."

	"Do you mind if I phone the office?" Pete asked Jeannie.

	It looked as if he would be pretty late again. He tried to slip through a small gap as a porter closed the iron gates, but the sergeant stopped him. Pete flashed his press card, but the sergeant shook his head.

	"If I let you in, sir, they'll all want to go down and it'll be worse chaos than it is. It's the fog. It's coming down the air shafts and all along the tunnels." He turned to the impatient people in search of transport, "Sorry, ladies and gentlemen, the station's closed."

	Pete turned to Jeannie and took her arm. "It's lucky you live within groping distance."

	"We turn left in a minute, about fifty yards."

	"Fine," said Pete, "you time it, I'll pace it. One. . . two. . . three. . ."

	"And there's a phone in my flat if you'd care to use it."

	Pete stopped counting and looked at her quizzically.

	"Without prejudice, of course," she said.

	"Naturally," he mocked.

	Jeannie smiled: "I'm turning left. I don't know about you."

	Moving slowly and keeping close to the wall they managed to avoid collision with other pedestrians, though there were several skirmishes. This was developing into a kind of peasouper that London hadn't seen for years---certainly not in midsummer.            

	The outer glass doors of Jeannie's block of flats were closed when eventually they reached them, in an attempt to keep out some of the mist from the foyer. Jeannie pushed open the doors and a commissionaire came out of his cubby hole and peered at them.

	"Quite a day, isn't it?" remarked Jeannie.

	"It certainly is, miss." He jerked his thumb to a small transistor radio from which light music was tinkling. "There's just been a fog warning on the wireless. The whole country's copping it."

	"That's Britain today. What we have, we share," smiled Pete.

	"They say it's not what you might call a true fog. More like a sort of heat mist. Heavier than your typical fog is."

	"Well, thanks for the breakdown," said Pete and the two entered the lift.

	The commissionaire turned as a woman said to him. "Here, where are we, mister?" An up-to-London-for-the-day family, mum, dad and teenage daughter, had taken refuge in the hall.

	"We're trying to find the coach station," said Mum.

	"Ask him, Mum," said the daughter.

	"I just asked him!"

	"No, not that. . . I want to go to the toilet."

	"You wait till you get to the coach station."

	The commissionaire led them outside the glass doors. "You want to try and get to the Embankment." He gave them the necessary instructions and they disappeared into the fog with Mum upbraiding her daughter. "Why you can't wait till the fog goes," she grumbled querulously. "It's the same as the pictures."

	A crawling taxi-driver hailed the commissionaire: "Where are we, mate?"

	"Embankment Crescent."

	"Blimey," said the driver in disgust, "just shows. . . it ought to be Sloane Square." The commissionaire grinned and retreated to his cubby hole and the radio.

	 


 

	FIVE

	Jeannie opened the door of her small, compact, pleasantly furnished flat. She opened the window with a muttered: "It really is stifling."

	Pete came to her side. It was an eerie sight. Still the sun blazed in a blue cloudless sky and yet, half way down the building, this carpet of sinister yellow-grey fog.

	"Are they more expensive, apartments above the mist line?"

	They looked down at the Thames. "Fantastic, isn't it?" said Jeannie.

	"With a bit of luck it'll go on for ever," remarked Pete, and slyly he put his arm round Jeannie's slim shoulder, as they leaned out of the window.

	Jeannie smiled, and gently but firmly removed it. "You came to telephone, Mr. Stenning," she said gently. Pete smiled. He felt delightfully at ease with this young woman. A comfortable, relaxed relationship.

	"Ah, the phone. Craig, the Memory Woman. Aren't you even going to offer me a drink?"

	"If you don't mind instant coffee."

	Stenning recoiled in mock horror. "Coffee?" he said, grabbing her arm again, "you're just trying to corrupt me."

	Jeannie untangled her arm. "The phone's by the bed," she said.

	"Nice and handy to call for help?" he gagged.

	"So far I haven't had to call for help."

	"That your fault or his?" asked Pete, as he sat on the bed.

	"There doesn't happen to be a him," called Jeannie from the kitchenette.

	"I'm not surprised," grinned Pete, "if they all get the same clout treatment I got."

	Jeannie smiled. "You just happened to walk in at the end of a black Monday." Pete looked at her appraisingly. He couldn't quite make out this cool babe. Might as well try a line. It might work.

	He walked over to her. "You know, Jeannie, something really happens when you laugh. You should do it more often."

	Jeannie tossed her head back, smiled, and said teasingly: "You should play that record less often, it's. . ." Suddenly he took her in his arms, pulled her to him and kissed her firmly. For a second or so Jeannie did not resist but Pete sensed that there was no response. Quite nicely, but with determination, she broke away from Pete and pushed him away.

	"Now come on, Pete," she said chidingly, "we're too old for scuffling."

	"I'm not," retorted Pete, trying to grab her again.

	"Look, I said you could come up to telephone. . . and that's all."

	Pete scoffed: "Oh, come off it, Jeannie. What do you want? The slow build up? Hot hands in the movies, knee trembles in a coffee bar?"

	Once again he grabbed her but, flushed, Jeannie dodged and hauled off with her right hand catching him a sharp slap on the cheek.

	Pete rubbed his face and smiling wryly said: "Would you do me a favour . . ."

	"Do me one. Use the phone and get out," snapped Jeannie. She was annoyed with herself for having lost her temper.

	". . . hit the other side too. Last time I had to drink sideways for a week." He turned away and went to the phone. He started to dial. Jeannie watched him and there was no longer any annoyance in her eyes. Half-smiling she said:

	"You don't dial. The porter gets it." Pete started to jiggle the phone bar. "I'm sorry, Jeannie."

	She shook her head. "You're a case, Pete Stenning, a real case."

	His mood was flippant again. "Yeah, that's me. Knock-'em-down-drag-'em-out Stenning, the ruptured caveman." Into the phone he said: "Fleet Street 8000, please."

	"What is this look-at-me-I'm-so-tough act?" asked Jeannie.

	"But I am tough, Jeannie," he replied, striking a pose, "tough and all chewed up."

	"Not the way you drink," she said.

	Pete looked at her sharply then, into the phone, "Bill Maguire, newsroom."

	"Alcoholics usually take it because they can't take it. I read that in the Guardian."

	"What do you know about me and drink?" asked Pete, and there was the slightest edge to his voice.

	"Oh, it's the Air Ministry Facts-of-Life File. Dogs bark, cats miaow, Stenning drinks. . ."

	Pete looked at her without a word. She was sorry that she's made that gibe. It was perhaps too near the truth. She shrugged slightly and went back to the kitchenette. "I'll make the coffee."

	Pete was talking to Bill Maguire.

	"Looks like we're fated to be apart, doesn't it?"'

	"How soon before you're in?" asked Maguire. He was sitting in his shirt sleeves, tieless and sweating and exhausted.

	"Soon as I can, Bill. I stupidly forgot to pack my radar kit this morning."

	Maguire grinned. "Half the boys have been caught short. You won't be missed. What your number there in case?"

	Pete looked at the dial and Maguire jotted down the number. "How long you going to be there, Pete?" he asked.

	"As long as it takes to make and drink a cup of instant coffee. Yes, coffee, c-o-f-f-e-e. No, it's not a pub. More a sort of club. Jeannie's Club."

	"Never heard of it," said Maguire suspiciously, with the air of a man who resented not knowing a particular pub or club.

	"I'm a sort of temporary, dishonorary member," replied Pete.

	"You want to watch that coffee kick. Before you know it you'll be joining Caffeines Anonymous," and Maguire hung up.

	Reynolds, the foreign editor, was standing at the window looking down on what he could see of Fleet Street. "What the hell kind of fog only comes up to the fourth floor?" he asked.

	Maguire swung his jacket over one shoulder and growled: "It's got more sense that to come up here," growled Maguire, "this place is like the ante-room to hell. Personally, I'm off to Harry's."

	Reporters were sitting around the room giving token signs of working. There was an unmistakeable and unusual air of lethargy hanging over the newsroom. Reynolds and Maguire moved towards the door and passed Ronnie. "It's really chaos at London Airport, Mr. Maguire," he said.

	"It usually is," he retorted.

	Reynolds pondered: "Question is, how do we get home tonight?"      

	Maguire grinned slyly: "I know. Isn't it wonderful?"

	Dave Davis, the news editor, was phoning as they passed his desk and he put out a hand to stop Maguire. He spoke into his phone. "And New York's still clear. . . yes, Shannon's closing in. . ." A second phone rang. "Hold on. . . news desk. Yes sir, I'll bring them. . ." He hung up and turned to the first phone: "Yes, I've got that. Madrid, Lisbon, New York clear; right. Check back in an hour." He slammed down the receiver and turned to Maguire: "Special conference. Now. The gaffer says you, too." He gathered up a wad of notes and reports and walked to the door, Maguire, Reynolds and the chief sub in his wake.

	Maguire sighed. "I know why he wants me," he said ponderously. "He wants a fifty-word by-line from the Almighty."

	"I hate to think what the roads back from the coast are going to be like tonight," said Davis.

	"I know what I'm going to be like," replied Maguire. "I've been promising myself a night of booze and orgy for years." Sanderson and the picture editor joined the group as they walked down the editorial passage to the editor's room.

	"Where is this great exhibition going to take place, Bill?" asked the news editor.

	"I shall grope my way over to Harry's."

	"And who do we have the orgy with---May?"

	"Well, if you could keep Harry talking," said Maguire as he tapped on the editor's door.

	 

	Jeff motioned the little knot of men to chairs. He was tied up on the phone. ". . . Professor Jacovski, U.S. Weather Bureau, Washington. Yes, and I don't want his assistant, his secretary or his wife. Jacovski, person to person."

	He hung up and looked round, noting that there was an unusually small attendance. He got down to cases, right away. Looking at him Maguire sensed the same sort of confident power possessed by the skipper of the Queen Elizabeth or a test pilot or, indeed, any man whose decisions had to be swift, sensible and, if possible, completely accurate.

	"Right," said Jeff, "this is a night of all nights. Put the first edition forward an hour."

	Davis glanced at his watch. "Complete?"

	"Complete. We're going to play up this mist and we're going to play it big." His eyes gleamed with relish behind the horn-rimmed spectacles. "I want a re-cap on the rain, the heatwave and the eclipse and I want a comparison of every phase of weather and statistics back to the first Meteorological charts in 1854."

	Pencils were flying as the conference took notes.

	Jeff continued: "If necessary go back as far as Galileo. I want to know if anything like these conditions has even happened in recorded history."

	He turned to Grant, the picture editor: "What pictures have you got?"

	"We have some shots from the roof."

	"I want an aerial panorama of London above the fog. Tab it. . . show where everything is."

	Grant protested slightly: "Aerial---in this weather?"

	Jeff dismissed the protest: "Get a helicopter. It's only got to go up and down. Send Bellamy to the heliport. Now."

	The picture editor exited practically at the double. He'd been bitten before when Jeff was in this mood. Suddenly Jeff commented on the sparseness of the conference: "Where are the others?" he asked.

	Davis replied: "Most of them are still trying to get back. The night staff haven't shown at all yet."

	Sanderson cut in: "If it's a heat mist it can't last long."

	"Yes, but if's the operative word," snapped Jeff. He looked round. "We've all seen a heat mist. It hangs a few feet over the fields in hot weather," he paused dramatically. "But this one is four storeys high, and in two hours it has virtually paralysed a third of the globe." He thumbed a batch of cables. "France, Italy, even India."

	The others nodded reflectively. Here was a great story, but what did it mean? What was the truth behind the story?

	Davis echoed all their thoughts: "What sort of treatment, Jeff? Do we still link the bombs?"

	Jeff nodded decisively: "We do. And we're going to keep linking them in every edition until someone up top explains how we're wrong. I want something from you too, Maguire."

	"I was afraid of that," Maguire smiled briefly.

	"Any angles?"      

	He paused for a few seconds. Then: "A couple. This mist could be due to an unusual amount of condensation, from the unusual heat following all that rain. Alternatively. . ."

	Maguire hesitated for a second.

	"What?" rapped the editor.

	"Well, this is only a personal guess and I wouldn't dream of putting it into print."

	"Let me decide what goes into print---you just give," said Jeff.

	"It could be caused by a mass of extremely cold air penetrating into warmer currents."

	"And that means what?"

	"An unusual amount of melting ice cap at both poles."

	There was a silence, as a bunch of laymen strove to work out the significance, if any, of Maguire's theory.

	At last Sanderson spoke: "Surely that would also mean floods?"

	"They've already had them in Australia and New Zealand," Davis reminded them.

	Jeff was trying to grasp Maguire's meaning. "Are you saying the heat of the bombs melted the ice-caps?" he queried.

	Maguire shook his head: "No, sir. That wouldn't melt enough to flood the Isle of Wight. But if they did go off together---suppose the combined thrust of the explosions shifted the tilt of the earth?"

	"Oh, now come on, Bill," said Sanderson, with a tingle of scepticism in his voice.

	Maguire ignored him. He crossed to the editor's globe and tilted it in illustration. "That'd alter the Climate Regions. Could cause a total change in the world's weather. Another ice-age for some---new tropics---a new Equator---I don't know what else." He shrugged and rubbed his chin. "It's all guesswork."

	Sanderson laughed with a touch of contempt. "It's all science fiction," he retorted. Maguire rose fiercely to that gibe.

	"So were rockets to the moon and manned satellites," he snapped. Maguire could never forget Jules Verne and H. G. Wells. They too had dealt in science fiction and years after, their fantastic flights of fancy were coming remarkably true.

	Maguire's remarks had numbed everybody briefly. Here they were juggling with something immense and soon they had to commit themselves irrevocably in cold print. It was a daily accepted responsibility but, somehow, it never became any lighter. Jeez, they thought, there must be some less edgy business in which they could have earned enough dough to be happy.

	Dave Davis looked at his watch again and snapped everybody out of the mood with his warning: "We're going to have to move, sir."

	"All right, move," said Jeff, "and hit hard." He turned to Maguire. "Write your story. Personally, I don't believe it, but I'll print it. It's strong enough to force something." His secretary announced that Professor Jacovski from Washington was on the line.

	"Good," said Jeff, "we'll try it on him. Any quotes, you'll get them. Professor? This is the Daily Express, London. . ."

	 

	London was by now completely disrupted by this out-ofseason fog. Reluctantly, the helicopter pilot ushered the Express photographer aboard. "You're not getting any fancy flying. The deal is straight up, straight down," he grumbled.

	"Don't think this is my favourite assignment, because it isn't," cracked the photographer as, camera in hand, he swung aboard. The machine rose above the cloud of mist into the pure sunshine.

	"Now we're up, how about a look at London Airport?" wheedled the cameraman.

	"Listen, some things just aren't possible."

	"Even for Beaverbrook?" 

	"I read the Telegraph," snorted the pilot.

	The newspaperman persisted: "My orders are: everything's possible---even the Indian rope trick."

	"We'll maybe need that to get down." Nevertheless, he pulled the stick and veered towards the airport. Through the thickening mist they could see several planes grounded and tiny figures with torches and flares moving across the tarmac. The control tower was bathed in brilliant sunshine.

	Inside the main hall they would have found chaos. The information board told of dozens of delayed and cancelled flights. But coolly and concisely the airport officials dealt with queries and problems. In the control tower officers were juggling with requests to land. It was difficult to convince the pilots flying through clear blue skies that visibility on the ground at the airport was virtually zero.

	Meanwhile, Pete Stenning was having trouble of his own. His coffee finished, he had valiantly set out to get back to the office. He was conscious that his standing with the paper wasn't at its highest as of now and he wisely decided not to press his luck too much. Somehow he had to get back to the Street before Bill Maguire could cover no longer.

	He said "au revoir" to Jeannie and set off on foot. In no time he realised that he was hopelessly, helplessly lost. He might just as well have been in the middle of the Sahara trying to find his way to Wembley Stadium without a compass. He groped along, cursing. He picked his way past a policeman trying to untangle a minor traffic jam.

	And then he found himself outside a pair of glass doors which were just being locked by a commissionaire. With a sinking heart, but no illusions, he realised that all his hour's groping and shuffling had brought him back precisely to the spot from where he had optimistically set out.

	"Oh, no," he snorted resignedly. There was nothing for it but to throw himself once more on Jeannie's mercy and hospitality. He tapped the glass. "Let down the drawbridge, colonel!"

	The commissionaire opened the doors and gazed with surprise at Stenning.

	"You been to Fleet Street already, sir?" he asked incredulously.

	Stenning struck an attitude. "I've been on a hike where all the streets must turn left and all roads lead to home." He felt in his jacket pocket and produced a half-bottle of scotch. He waved it triumphantly in front of the commissionaire's startled but appreciative eyes. "Luckily I found this in a sand dune just past Benghazi."

	The commissionaire tapped the wall barometer. "It's getting hotter, too. 95 degrees. Quite a summer."

	Pete noticed a half glass of water on the commissionaire's desk, with a flower stuck in it. He removed the flower, emptied the water into an empty milk bottle and poured a generous tot of whisky in the glass.

	"Let us share a toast, colonel. I give you this battered and benumbed world of sweating moles and radio static. You can have it."

	The commissionaire hadn't the slightest idea what Stenning was raving about but he recognised good scotch when he saw it. He picked up the glass and said: "Well, that's very kind of you, sir." He was, of course, referring to the whisky, not the flashy gift of a benumbed world of sweating moles.

	As Pete swigged from the bottle, the dance music on the commissionaire's radio faded out for an announcer's voice.

	"We interrupt this programme to bring a further Air Ministry bulletin. The freak mist which has hit the British Isles is likely to densify for the next few hours. . ."

	"And the best of British luck," murmured Stenning.

	The announcer continued: ". . . the police have asked the public to keep the roads clear for essential transport and avoid congestion by arranging where possible to stay where they are."

	Pete half looked upwards, grinned and said: "I think our police are wonderful. Where's the house phone?"

	The phone rang in Jeannie's flat, next to a small radio tuned in to the same programme as that on the commissionaire's set. Jeannie, clad only in a pair of panties, was bent over the bathroom basin, spraying the shampoo out of her hair. She sighed impatiently as the phone jangled, and picked up a towel to cover her dripping head. She turned down the radio dance music slightly and lifted the receiver.

	"Hullo?" 

	"Guess who?" asked Pete.

	"It sounds like Pete Stenning," said Jeannie and, unaccountably, found herself flushing slightly.

	"Clever girl. Were you asleep?"

	"No, I was just washing my hair. Did you make it all right?"

	"Well, I'm back downstairs. It's a two-hour story. You listening to the radio? Did you hear that bulletin? You did? So are you pro-police or anti-police?" He waited for a few seconds. 

	Jeannie realised that she was in a spot. Asking him up again might seem like a too obvious invitation. The dangers were clear. On the other hand how could she refuse? What real reason was there for refusing?

	Pete was jiggling the phone, impatiently. "Yes, I'm still with you," replied Jeannie. "I was just trying to work out my permutations."

	Pete grinned. He felt that he was on a winning wicket. "There's only two of them," he replied with confidence. "You can stand me out in the cold snow and let me get lost with the rest of the kids, or you can utter two one-syllable words and become a law abiding citizen."

	Jeannie smiled: "Problem is can you be a law abiding citizen, too? Well," she sighed, "since this seems to be bigger than both of us. . ."

	Pete hung up and turned briskly to the lift. Jeannie sat for a moment gazing abstractedly at the phone. Suddenly, to her horror, she realised that she was only wearing a towel and not very adequately at that. She hurried to the bathroom, grabbed a bathrobe and pulled a comb through her wet tangled hair.

	That done she went to the bedroom, scooped up her bra and other oddments from the chairs, put them on the bed and hastily pulled the coverlet over the whole mess, just as the door bell rang urgently.

	Pete was standing on the threshold perfectly at ease. He smiled at her and she smiled back.

	"I'm beginning to think you arranged this," said Jeannie half seriously.

	He gesticulated extravagantly: "But of course. The National Union of Journalists grants special weather requests to each of its members." He broke off, openly admiring her. "You look cute. . . sort of boyish."

	"Fine," said Jeannie hurriedly. "Just remember that you are normal."

	She closed the door behind him and he tossed his jacket on to a chair.

	He looked around. "This is all very sweet and spontaneous of you, Jeannie. I don't at all mind sleeping on the couch."

	"I haven't got a couch," she said.

	"Well, I'll just cuddle down on the floor at the bottom of your bed like a faithful St. Bernard."

	"Oh, no you won't," retorted Jeannie. She could sense that this situation might have its difficulties as she had feared. Not that she didn't trust Pete. But he was a man. She took a quick peep at him and amended her remark. Pete was very much a man---and attractive, too. Jeannie pulled herself together and, turning into the bathroom, started to let the water out of the tub.

	"Can't we have a flaming fog flare between us? You know, like that blanket in 'It Happened One Night'?" It flashed quickly across Pete's mind that this attractive young woman was probably too young to have seen that Claudette Colbert-Clark Gable hit.

	With mock severity Jeannie wagged a finger at him. "It won't be necessary," she said. "If you're staying you're sleeping in this bath." 

	He looked at it with distaste. "Thanks for letting the .water out. I can see you have been through all this before." Jeannie looked up from wiping the inside of the bath with a towel and bridled: "I certainly have not!"

	Pete was teasing but, underneath, probing: "You mean I'm the first man you've managed to trap up here for the night?" He looked at her as if willing her to admit it. But Jeannie ducked that one.

	"You'll be perfectly comfortable with a pillow and a couple of sheets," she said and moved toward the bedroom.

	Stenning reflected for a moment. "Suppose you want to use the bathroom in the night?" he asked cheekily.

	"We'll deal with each problem as we get to it," she replied, warily. They were facing each other in the doorway; not close, but perhaps a shade too close, thought Jeannie. This really was a very disconcerting young man. If only she could find something of which she could disapprove!

	Stenning spoke gently: "Jeannie, I've got a big problem. As well as being normal, I'm human."

	Ah-huh, thought Jeannie, here it comes. Action stations. Ware raiders. Prepare to repel boarders. This was the latest, most up-to-the-minute instalment in the age-old saga of Woman v. Man. She suddenly found herself wondering fatuously whether Antony and Cleopatra had ever sparred like this. She recalled, too, that the young lovers in "West Side Story" hadn't wasted much time. She pulled herself together. She and Pete Stenning weren't young lovers. Gosh they weren't any sort of lovers! "Yes, you're human, Pete. You're also a pushover. You're too easy. Maybe I could be interested, but don't make it so easy." She was openly mocking him now as she said: "Be hard to get. Make me fight for you!"

	Pete looked at her swiftly. As an old, experienced and not unsuccessful campaigner in the lively art of flirtation he knew that she'd swung the attack and put him at a momentary, but considerable disadvantage.

	"It's an unfair contest," he grumbled. But his eyes smiled as he walked across to his jacket and fumbled for a packet of cigarettes.

	Jeannie, eyes sparkling, pressed home her advantage. She said: "Who knows, you might even be lovable. But don't rush me. I'm allergic to one-night-stands. Now, if you'll give me five minutes to finish my hair?" He nodded. "You might take a well-earned nightcap. There should be a bottle of something in the writing desk."

	Pete flourished his own half-bottle.

	"Ah. I forget," she bantered, "St. Bernards carry their own."

	She went into the bathroom, leaving the door ajar. Pete looked out of the window, wide open to combat the clammy, overpowering and ever-gathering heat. Below, London was wrapped in a dense, silver mist. Above, the night was clear, peaceful and smooth as a dark-blue velvet mantle.

	He sat on the bed, optimistically testing its resilience. His hand felt something under the coverlet and, exploring, he found Jeannie's bra, which he picked up, scrutinised and flourished. He lay back on the bed looking at the bra in his hands, then tossed it aside, smiling.

	"You know Jeannie, if it should happen that I'm so hard to get that you have to go steady with me, how about a few immigration details?"

	"Such as?" sang out Jeannie.

	He pondered the question judicially. "Such as---where you've slept for the last seven years; have you ever suffered from marriage, divorce or any similar virus?"

	He was clearly kidding, yet, somehow, he waited with more than idle curiosity for the answers. He had a hunch that this girl was bound up with his future if, he reminded himself abruptly, the nuclear geniuses were going to allow ordinary, simple folk any sort of future.

	"Only two near infections," confessed Jeannie, lightly.

	"Occupation?" asked Pete, "apart from wizard of the switchboard."

	Jeannie laughed: "Shorthand typist."

	In a large mirror on the far wall of the bedroom Pete could see the reflection of the inside of the bathroom door on which hung Jeannie's robe. She walked to the door, sublimely unaware that Pete was looking at, and enjoying, her naked reflection. He felt an eager, excited sensation as he looked frankly at this nubile young creature.

	"Shorthand, 125 per minute," said Jeannie, taking down her robe.

	He looked admiringly at her firm breasts and plump, contoured buttocks and emitted a mental wolf call.

	"Speed, 70," continued Jeannie. "Any other statistics?"

	Pete swung himself off the bed. "No, the rest seem to be all right," he said, nonchalantly. He took the flask from his pocket and said: "Maybe I'll have that drink after all."

	Jeannie emerged from the bathroom, fresh, pink and glowing. She took a pillow from her bed. "One or two pillows?" she asked, as Pete came from the kitchenette.

	"Oh, I'll just wedge my head between the taps," he said airily. She stuffed the pillow under his arm. "I'd offer you a pair of my pyjamas, but it is a bit hot, isn't it?" Pete nodded, amused at the prospect of trying to get into this sylph's pyjamas.

	He stood at the doorway to the bathroom. "You wouldn't like to come into my place for a drink?" he asked, waving the bottle.

	She shook her head and replied gravely: "It's against house rules." 

	"Oh, yes. You like the guests sober?"

	"I like you sober," she returned.

	He paused and then said: "Bingo" and handed her the whisky and the glass.

	There was a slightly embarrassed pause; both were seeking an exit line; both were very conscious that they'd reached a danger point.

	"Goodnight, Jeannie, and thanks for the bath."

	"Goodnight, Pete." Suddenly she leaned forward and kissed him swiftly, lightly and affectionately on the cheek. "Sleep well," she whispered, and gently but firmly eased him into the bathroom and closed the door.

	Pete looked at the closed door in disgust. What was it Bill Maguire had said: "The place is full of females." And he'd got to latch on to a door-shutter, a girl with principles. Pete had certainly not been celibate since the breakup with Daphne (that was the understatement of the decade), but he had always prided himself that he could take it or leave it.

	Tonight he was very aware that he wanted to take it. What the hell was wrong with him? Just a door's width stood between him and an undeniably attractive girl. All right, she wanted to play it cool and be wooed? All the more reason why he should not waste time cooped up in a rat-trap of a bathroom.

	Pete was undressing and working himself up into a slight tizzy. Part of the trouble was that he had a slight conscience about not having even seen his office desk that day. Somehow he felt that the whole day was proving a major disaster and particularly this part of it.

	He flung the pillow into the bath and reached for the door handle.

	Jeannie was in bed, only a solitary sheet covering her nude body. She switched off the radio and stretched luxuriously.

	Pete took his hand away from the door handle. He peeled off his sweat-soaked shirt, rumpled it into a ball and flung it in the corner. Why the devil was he wasting time? She'd asked him to stay; she couldn't, surely, be that naive?

	Jeannie switched out the light and looked thoughtfully at the thin ray streaming under the door. It was a slightly yearning look and Pete would have been happy to have seen it.

	Pete moved to the door again. He stopped and, with a muttered: "So what?" switched off the light and scrambled unhappily into the inhospitable bath. Feet at the tap end, he supposed gloomily,      

	Jeannie saw the light go out, maybe with a pang; but she smiled contentedly, wriggled her bare shoulders and snuggled down to sleep. Jeannie in bed; Pete in the bath; ah, well. . .

	She had barely closed her eyes when the phone rang. Phones are impossible to ignore at the best of times but on occasions their summons has an imperious arrogance that is quite frightening; this was such an occasion. Swiftly alert, she lifted the receiver: "Hullo. What? Jeannie's Club?" Her tight little frown relaxed. "Oh, yes, just a minute." She covered the mouthpiece and called: "Pete, the phone."

	"So what do we do now?" he clowned. "Can you push it under the door?"

	Jeannie smiled involuntarily. She knew she was falling for this crazy, taut, mixed-up character. "Come and get it, you idiot."

	Pete came in and stood for a moment silhouetted against the moonlight. He was not conscious that he was only wearing briefs; but Jeannie was very conscious of his tanned, muscular body.

	"It'll be the office," he said and tip-toed to the window. Outside the situation was normal or, rather, abnormal. The sky starlit and moonraked; down below this strange and sinister visitation.

	He returned to the phone. "It's okay," he said, "I thought perhaps it had cleared." He winked at Jeannie who sat with the sheet covering her shoulders, and took the phone from her. 

	"Stenning here," he said. 

	He was right. It was the office.

	 

	Bill Maguire sat at his desk looking as if he'd never left it for a hundred and ten years. There was stubble on his chin; his shirt was stained with sweat; his eyes were sore from tobacco-smoke and lack of sleep. All round him the newsroom had that old beaten-up look of last night's ashtrays.

	He spoke wearily, with the tiredness of a man who that day had given the lot to his job, and Pete could sense it in his voice.

	"We just put the first edition to bed without you. I hope that's all right?" Maguire was being heavily sarcastic, which was unlike him. Pete sensed that it had been a more-than-usually trying day.

	He tried to apologise, suddenly feeling guilty as any army deserter.

	"Okay, okay," replied Maguire testily, "so it caught you there and it caught me here. There ain't no justice; but to even things up you can crawl round to the Met. Office in the morning and get me some comparative ice-flow figures over the past twenty-five years."

	Maguire didn't know what on earth he was going to do with them but he just sensed that he had to have them. Somewhere, somehow, a speck of that information could fit into the finished picture, whatever that might turn out to be.

	Stenning listened carefully and replied: "Okay, will do; but you may be surprised what I get you tomorrow." He blew a swift, gay kiss to Jeannie. "I've made a new contact."

	"A dame, I suppose?" asked Maguire.

	"Yes; well, in a way. They're rather fussy about new members; you have to be vouched for by two friends, and you don't have two friends."

	Maguire borrowed a word from "Lady Chatterley's Lover".

	"You too, you vulgar man," grinned Pete and put down the phone. 

	He stretched and realised for the first time how he was dressed. He touched his trunks in mock-horror and remarked: "Compromised whilst telephoning. Shocking!"

	But Jeannie wasn't in the mood for jokes. She asked: "Anything urgent? This mist, the mad weather---what does it all mean?"

	He looked at her for a moment and then plunged: "Why ask me, Jeannie? You must know more about what's going on than any of us." He brushed aside her half-protest.

	"Come on, Jeannie. They've been running around that office for months like a lot of hysterical rabbits trying to hide signs that the elephants have passed."

	He paused. Jeannie, still clutching the sheet protectively to her throat, sighed: "Oh Lord, I don't understand half half the things I hear, anyway."

	Pete, alert, cut in sharply: "Such as? I'm no master mind; but such as?" He didn't want to grill her; but sometimes a newspaperman's instinctive, grinding curiosity cannot be denied. At this moment he would have given anything just to wring one constructive statement, one fact, one possible lead from her.

	Her eyes appealed to him to stop. She sidestepped and said: "Pete, play fair. I'm not even supposed to be talking to you. Let's change the subject."

	She wanted to change the subject to that of Pete Stenning and, slightly ashamed of himself, he kidded heavily that it was too damned dull a subject; but Jeannie persisted: "They say you used to be a writer? What happened?"

	Her remark was like a whiplash. "Look, let's put that subject on the same list as the weather, shall we?" he replied with sulky ill-grace.

	Jeannie shrugged and said: "That leaves us nothing to talk about."

	"Do we have to talk?" asked Pete tensely.

	Jeannie flapped. "Your bath's getting cold," she said wildly.

	Pete looked her straight in the eyes and held her shoulders tight. He said thickly: "I don't want to make love to you, Jeannie. I don't want to hold you, caress you, or kiss you, because you don't appeal to me one little bit. But for God's sake fight for me." It was the strangled whimper of a lonely, half-lost man.

	For a few seconds they sat like statues as the moonlight flickered through the open window. Desire was gnawing at Pete's loins. Pity and longing welled up inside Jeannie. Slowly, she stretched out her arms and the sheet fell to her waist. Her arms went round his shoulders and she pulled him towards her. 

	Maybe it was a minute, or ten, or sixty. . . perhaps it was even a decade later that they gently disengaged. They looked at each other almost in puzzlement. They'd argued, they'd sparred and then, suddenly---suddenly it was spring.

	"Do you think it will last a long time?" asked Jeannie.

	"The fog?"

	"Us," she replied firmly, and there was an intensity in her voice that half-thrilled and half-dismayed him. Christ, he thought, why do men always conceitedly try and set the pace for a sprint and then complain when the race looks like becoming long-distance?

	He tried, haltingly, to play it for laughs. "Why is it that women always worry about the end right at the beginning?" he asked, with sham indignation; but he had a distinct point there.

	"I'm not women," retorted Jeannie, with a touch of dignity.

	"I mean. . ." protested Pete, but he was scrabbling in rhetoric and knew he didn't stand a chance.

	"I know what you mean," replied Jeannie, with all the wisdom of a long and successful line of Eves.

	"So move over then," he whispered huskily. It seemed the only possible reply.

	She stiffened slightly as one on the edge of Niagara. Then her body relaxed. As his hands expertly and tenderly glided over her breasts and, exploring, sought the warmth and intimacy of her groin, Jeannie's fingers plucked eagerly at his trunks. Their lips met caressingly, first lightly, then urgently. Their limbs intertwined hungrily. Typically, Pete thought to himself: "Hell, the hours we've wasted!"

	The moon shone down serenely; the crazy, fantastic mid-summer fog still swirled and danced an irritating fandango. Suddenly, the sound of a whining wind was to be heard. Not by Jeannie or Pete, who were superbly busy in a little heaven of their own.

	But it was heard by Pete's colleagues, toiling down at the Express office. 

	 


 

	SIX

	Someone up there was certainly juggling crazily with the weather. The heavy mist still lay like thick cotton-wool as Londoners struggled to get home through the overwhelming sultriness of this fantastic, out-of-this-world heat wave.

	Then, around ten-thirty that night, as Pete and Jeannie lay in each other's arms, oblivious to everything in their new-found enchantment, sudden, stark terror hit London.

	The snarling whine of the wind swelled to a sullen, menacing roar as the cyclone spiralled its destructive way through London. Already numbered by the outlandish vagaries of the weather, this new onslaught found pedestrians unprepared and sitting ducks. Their hearts throbbed with sick fear as they battled in vain against this new visitation.

	This was no mere violent gale; this was a tornado, mighty and awe-inspiring in its viciousness. It cut through the fog, dispersing it as it roared down an avenue of havoc. It stretched out its evil fingers, clutching small, frightened people from the pavements and hurled them, like pawns, into the air and against buildings. They fell, shrieking in agony, dead or mangled.

	Advertising hoardings and neon signs were wrenched from their walls and clattered to the ground, killing and maiming as they were whirled like matches through the air. It was horrific, bloody chaos. 

	As the giant whirlwind thrashed and beat its way across London, lamp-posts and pillar-boxes were uprooted and crushed into mangled scrap-metal. Cars and buses overturned as they were hurtled across pavements, slaughtering as they lashed against pedestrians pitiably struggling to escape the venom of the cyclone, which moved as remorselessly as a plague of locusts.

	It slashed against shops and buildings that shuddered against the onslaught; windows were shattered with earsplitting crashes. Down the Embankment it tore, gathering up screaming victims like a monster vacuum cleaner and sweeping them into the river. Newspaper billboards became lethal weapons as, with giant force, they were propelled all over the streets like confetti.

	Across Piccadilly, down the Strand, into Fleet Street and the City swept the phenomenon, tearing at their guts like an enraged tiger. Fog flares were whipped through broken windows and the buildings blazed. The clanging of fire-engines could be heard in the distance.

	Pete stirred, and gently roused Jeannie. In that suspended, half-drugged coma that follows the ecstasy of physical satisfaction, Pete had been only semi-conscious of something unusual happening.

	Jeannie did not stir. He gently got out of bed and went to the window. Just then the noise of the wind died down as swiftly as it had started. He looked out of the window. He noticed that the fog had dramatically cleared, but nothing else seemed any different. He shrugged. It must have been imagination, a nightmare, perhaps. Pete couldn't know that in its death-dealing sweep the cyclone had miraculously and freakishly changed its staccato route and barely flecked the area where he and Jeannie were.

	He certainly didn't know that he had loved and slept through a story that would be talked about till the end of the world---however soon that might be---by every newspaperman who had seen it. . . and survived.

	Pete went back to bed. Jeannie still lay in blissful contentment, breathing evenly and peacefully.

	Piccadilly Circus looked like the aftermath of battle. It resembled nothing so much as a giant slag-heap. Overturned buses, cars crashed against each other like twisted rubble, newspaper billboards, electric signs, broken glass, splintered wood cluttered the famous Circus as if a giant dustbin had been tipped over.

	The police and rescue workers were dragging corpses and wounded bodies from cars. Cautiously, stunned Londoners emerged from improvised shelters or from homes and hotels. A shorted car hooter wailed mournfully; but the rest was a deathly, vivid hush. This had been too sudden, too vilely unexpected and unnecessary for the famous cockney humour to take over yet. One policeman said harshly to a mate: "Now, I suppose, we wait for the bloody earthquake?" He got no reply, and he didn't really expect or want one.

	On the Embankment rescue work was proceeding quietly. On the river, still churning madly, craft with broken masts, shattered decks and stove-in hulls tossed and drifted, mute testimony to the short, savage attack.

	Only a few wisps of fog remained dancing lightly in the clearness of the summer night. A few fires could be seen glowing in various parts of the capital. Big Ben started to chime eleven. It could have been any normal night, except for the ever-increasing heat and the feeble moans of the few who had painfully survived the message from Hell.

	 

	Big Ben was chiming again. Eleven steady strokes; but this time it was morning.

	Pete rose, made tea, drank two cups and put a tray next to the bed. He kissed Jeannie gently on the nose; she opened one eye, smiled, purred slightly and shut her eyes again. Pete grinned, went to the bathroom, dressed and tiptoed lightly out of the flat.

	It was his taxi-driver who filled in the fantastic, gruesome details. After the last war, everybody had his story of "My bomb." This time everybody would have his own anecdote about the night that the cyclone hit London. Pete listened with growing incredulity; almost guiltily he realised that his story would in time to come have to be told with the utmost tact and lack of detail---if at all.

	The cabby had to make several detours and, eventually, Pete paid him off near St. Paul's Cathedral.

	The inevitable religious meeting was in full swing. Banners were everywhere. "THE WRATH OF GOD IS ON US" "REPENT FOR THE SINS OF MANKIND" "PREPARE FOR JUDGMENT DAY". Pete glanced at them and said aloud, though quietly: "You want the best cliches, we've got 'em."

	Suddenly, he felt slightly ashamed. Sweating, for already the temperature was zooming, he turned his attention to the breakdown gangs clearing debris from the base of the cathedral steps.

	He walked down Ludgate Hill towards the Circus. The Ludgate Circus railway bridge had caught it, and a gang of men were working desperately as they cleared up the evidence of the night's fury. Policemen in shirtsleeves were re-directing the traffic and pedestrains and Pete, avoiding the congestion, walked with leaden feet towards the Express building.

	Pete looked with sick amazement as he approached the Express office. Two ugly gashes across the wide glass windows were held together with paper strips, giving the building a slightly raffish look.

	He walked in and looked in concern at the door sergeant. The sergeant paused and dragged a hand across his brow. He was hot, unshaven and frayed of temper, as he busied himself sweeping up jagged fragments of glass. He had all the earmarks of a man who had had enough for a week.

	"Morning, sarge---anyone in yet?"

	The sergeant straightened up from his task and fell into step with Stenning as he walked to the lift.

	"A few, sir. Most of the night staff have only just left. Cost a fortune in overtime it will," he added with all the concern of the Chief Accountant.

	Stenning shrugged: "Well, there you are, boy. Just relax and get rich!" He pressed the elevator button, with no response. Like a messenger of woe the sergeant dolefully said: "No good, sir. Out of order. When the power failed it blew a fuse or something."

	Stenning replied: "I'm liable to do the same in this heat." He was jacketless, but his lightweight slacks and shirt were clinging to him in a creased, soaked rumple. He paused to look at the morning edition hanging on the rack in the centre of the hall.

	He ran his eye over the thick, bold front page streamer. 

	 

	LONDON CYCLONE

	MANY DEAD, 20,000 HOMELESS AS FREAK

	WEATHER REACHES NEW CLIMAX

	 

	That told the story briefly and concisely, but the harsh words could not describe the misery that had come to sb many in the wake of the cyclone. Mopping his brow Pete walked with leaden steps up the stairs.

	The night editor was still on duty. He was laying out a possible front page for the first edition. His pencil scrawled in thick caps: "h-bombs---are these the facts? the world's climate changing."

	That should be all right if it fitted. He smiled mirthlessly. Here he was juggling with the world's weather when all he wanted to settle for was a cool, quite breeze in his garden near Brighton.

	The sweating, shirt-sleeved staff were hard at it, doggedly keeping up a tempo that was sorely in danger of flagging. Mitchell tore an item from the tape machine and brought it over to the night editor.

	"Another one in Greece," he said laconically.

	"Another one? Or the same one?" asked Jacko as he took it from Mitchell's sweating hand.

	Mitchell shrugged: "Casualty figures aren't quite so high." Jacko turned to the chief sub. "Greece, Italy, France and us---still along the old man's same line." Jacko couldn't begin to understand what it was all about. Tough enough for him, against time, to keep pace with the facts without getting up to his eyebrows in wild theories. He yelled: "Boy!" and Ronnie arrived quickly on the spot, but even his eager-beaver speed had slowed down. He plodded to Jacko's desk and Jacko scribbled a note on the news-item.

	"Take this to Mr. Maguire. Ask him to follow it through."

	A reporter was conscientiously asking questions of a government spokesman. ". . . but can we say there will be Government aid, sir? . . ." he nodded and scribbled on his pad. "No direct quotes? No, sir."

	At a nearby desk another newsman was making routine calls to the hospitals: "Daily Express, matron. . . we're checking all hospitals. Did the power failure affect you?"

	His pencil slid across his pad. Maybe twenty-five calls would produce not more than a paragraph, but it had to be done. The vision of a brimming jug of lager danced in front of his eyes. He looked down at his list of hospitals. Nine done, fourteen to go. Press on. . .

	Maguire looked a mess. His dark stubble was flecked with sweat. His drip dry shirt bulged out of his trousers and he looked as if he had worn it for a week instead of merely a day and night. He looked up acidly from his typewriter as Ronnie came to his desk. He had a hunch that this wasn't going to be good news.

	Maguire took the paper and grunted: "He didn't send any Benzedrine, too, did he?"

	Ronnie wasn't with him. "Benzedrine?" he asked, puzzled.

	"Skip it," sighed Maguire. "Get me a cold drink, instead." He added, ponderously: "If I'm asleep when you bring it, nudge me."

	Ronnie grinned: "Drink coming up, right away!"

	The picture editor was on the phone. ". . . I can't hear you. . ." He nodded, exasperated: "Okay, if Le Bourget's out try a private flying club---or get 'em by road to Brussels. Whatever you can lay on; we've got to have those pictures. Sure, they'll get a credit."

	Mitchell, too, was phoning. He seemed to have spent most of his life on the phone these last few days.

	"No," he repeated, "I don't want the small roads, just the main highway diversions. . ."      

	There wasn't a man in the office from Jeff, at the helm down to the smallest office boy who, at that moment wouldn't have echoed Anthony Newley's remark: "Stop the world---I want to get off." But there could be no letting up. That first edition beckoned.

	The picture editor sat on the edge of Jacko's desk.

	"Paris-Match have pictures as it crossed the Seine," he said, hopefully.

	"When do we get 'em?" asked Jacko curtly.

	The other man shrugged: "A couple of hours---with luck. It almost demolished Le Bourget, and all the other airports are jammed."

	Jacko thought briefly, then decided: "We'll hold a Photonews Extra." It was all they could do until the pictures were in their hands. "I hope no one kicks about the price,' gloomed the picture editor. Jacko didn't bother even to reply. Someone, inevitably, would kick about the price later, but at the moment expense was no object. If then were pictures available the Express wanted them and somehow, with the help of some enterprise, any form of transport, and luck, they would get them. Jacko would have liked to add a personal memo to God: "And please let us get them in time---and before the Mail or the Mirror or another paper, but particularly the Mail or the Mirror!"

	 

	It had taken Pete Stenning quite a few minutes to make those stairs and he came in panting. As he passed Jacko's desk he cracked: "Hi, Jacko. Like the old blitz days, isn't it?" Pete had been away from London during those blitz days but every Fleet Street man knew the fabulous job that the newspapers had done in bringing out the sheets in the face of crippling difficulties.

	Jacko looked up briefly and said: "Where the hell were you all yesterday?"

	Pete flushed slightly. He'd got a conscience after all, he noted mentally. He tried to bluff: "You may remember then was a mist that covered three quarters of the. . ."

	Jacko cut in, lightly but firmly: "You may remember that was in the afternoon."

	Stenning was stung into rising to the bait: "I wasn't drunk and I wasn't drinking, if that's what you're suggesting," he said.

	Jacko gave him a "cap-fit-cap-wear" glance and replied quietly: "I'm suggesting that wherever you were, you'd have been more use here."

	Grimly, Pete held on to his temper. More and more he found himself getting ruffled on the slightest pretext. He rose to criticism like a neurotic hedgehog.

	"As it happens I made a new contact in the Air Ministry Met. office yesterday," he volunteered suddenly, rather like a small boy who had been absent from school and had forgotten to bring a note from his mother.

	"Anything usable?" asked Jacko.

	"Not yet." He could not leave well alone. "By the way, Bill Maguire knew where to reach me all day," he added, incautiously.

	"Unfortunately Bill Maguire doesn't pay you, Pete," replied Jacko shortly, and picking up his layout pad he walked away.

	"No, sir," said Pete quietly, and the words stuck in his gullet as he stood looking after Jacko. Ronnie came up with a bottle of coke grasped in his hand. "Hullo, Mr. Stenning," he said cheerfully, "What about that cyclone? First one ever in Europe. Did you know that?" he asked eagerly.

	"I do now. Thank you," said Stenning curtly, as the two walked over to Maguire's desk.

	"They had a whirlwind in Greece, too," remarked Ronnie, the avid collector of incidental information.

	Maguire grabbed the coke: "Give me that or you'll have a whirwind up your behind." He grimaced as he handled the sticky, warm bottle and looked at it with distaste that was fearful to behold.

	"Sorry, sir, it's not very cold," chirruped Ronnie, "the fridge packed up."

	Maguire ignored the domestic crisis as Stenning asked: "You been here all night?" He could see that Maguire was dead beat.

	Maguire shrugged: "Don't ask. I'm still recovering. Any damage your end?"

	"A few windows broken. It just skirted us." Maguire noted the "us" but made no comment.

	Young Ronnie could not sense the unspoken tension between the two. He blithered on happily: "Still, at least it blew the mist away."

	"Why don't you blow yourself?" asked Stenning, irritably.

	Maguire looked at him squarely and said firmly: "Don't sort the kid out. The temperature's not his fault."

	"Yes, it's not my fault," protested Ronnie, as if determined to get that little matter straight.

	"Oh, push off, Ronnie," snapped Maguire.

	Ronnie walked away grumbling: "All right, all right. Can't do anything right around here." He shook his head petulantly. "One day, come the revolution. . ."

	Maguire was swigging his coke with ill-concealed repugnance. Never his favourite tipple, at this moment its warm sticky flavour was sheerly repulsive. "Why does the whole world have to drink this stuff?" he muttered, as Pete sat down and took off the cover of his typewriter.

	It was a rhetorical question, which Stenning didn't bother to answer. Instead he asked: "I gather there was organised chaos here last night?" 

	Maguire puffed at his pipe and nodded cursorily: "The old man advanced the edition an hour to beat the fog. Then up came the cyclone and a complete change-up---with only half staff."

	Pete wiped his neck with a damp handkerchief and frowned at a bundle of library folders next to his machine. "It's bloody hot," he remarked, making conversation. "103 degrees on the Air Ministry roof," said Maguire.

	Pete gazed out of the window at the fierce sunlight. He grinned slightly: "Think of all those W.A.A.F.s stripped to their horizontal jets." He tapped the folders. "What's all this stuff?"

	"Library clips. Cyclones, hurricanes, whirlwinds. They're all there. West Pacific, Northern Australia, Madagascar Bay of Bengal. The entire shooting works." He paused for a second and then added, impassively: "Just list the figure for me---rate of travel, acceleration, casualties."

	Pete looked at him evenly and replied with a false attempt at jocularity. Somehow he knew that things were blowing up to a showdown: "Why don't I do five hundred steaming words on how mankind is so full of wind it's about to outblow Nature?" he asked.

	Bill refused to be drawn. He merely said evenly: "Fine. After you've done my statistics." He sensed Pete's immediate reaction, but buried himself in his typing. Pete replied "Yes, of course," but his eyes were glowering and he could feel the choking sensation that could swiftly turn into a vomit.

	"And before you start, give me those ice-flow figures."

	"Ice-flow---?"      

	Maguire stopped typing and turned heavily to Stenning.

	"You mean you didn't go to the Met. Office?"

	"Oh those," replied Stenning lightly, "Yes, I went. I dropped Jeannie off. All right, she's the new contact. Works there." He glanced at his watch. "She's calling them through."      

	"You, of course, were too busy to get them." There was a rough edge to his voice. He was tired, thirsty, hot and in no mood to pull punches, even with Pete. Particularly with Pete, in fact.

	Stenning noticed the cold, flat tones and didn't like what he heard. He was poised on a precipice, his temper jagged and unreasonable because he knew that Maguire was right.

	"Good God. She only has to look up the files. I thought it more important to be here this morning."

	"Not to me it isn't," retorted Maguire grimly.

	"Apparently." He waited for Maguire's answer, but none came. Instead he found himself saying with rising voice: "Well, you'll be glad to hear I've just about had the whole issue."

	"That's up to you, chum," said Maguire. No sense in pulling back now.

	Stenning pushed back his chair and got up abruptly.

	"Okay," he sneered, "so the knife's penetrated deep. Can I go now?" he asked bitterly.

	Maguire realised that he'd gone too far. Nobody was normal in these conditions. He wanted no row, but just to jerk Pete back to some sense of responsibility.

	"Oh, sit down, Pete," he smiled wearily. "Give her a call. Our lines have probably been jammed." But Stenning had gone.

	Maguire watched his exit sadly. He sighed, scratched his unshaven chin and lifted his receiver: "Air Ministry, please, I want the Met. Office."

	Pete Stenning could be an arrogant, impetuous bastard when his pride was wounded. When he stalked out on Bill Maguire his impulse had been to walk straight out of the building. He told himself that he was sick to the pit of his belly with the whole, flaming rat-race.

	The jockeying for position; the unpalatable fact that a man could not live on his past reputation; that he was only as good as his last story; that however big his by-line the paper was bigger still; that when Pete Stenning was forgotten there would always be the Express.

	But Stenning was also nobody's fool. He knew that his present undignified position was largely his own fault, for he had allowed personal problems to interfere with the job. That was fatal, for, as Sanderson had recently pointed out, there was no room for a passenger on a paper like the Express.

	So he curbed his impulse. He went to the men's room, that great leveller. He pondered whether to go to Harry's Bar for a snorter but decided against that; too many trips to Harry's may have been part of the reason for his present dilemma.

	But he could no longer stand being kicked around. His ire flamed up again and he strode towards Sanderson's room. Sandy was sitting sweating at his desk. Doors and windows were wide open, but to no purpose; they only let the abnormal heat in.

	He looked up at Stenning.

	"Can I talk to you for a moment, Sandy?"

	"Not now, Pete," replied Sandy wearily.

	"It'll only take a minute," urged Pete.

	Sanderson waved a hand at the scattered debris on his desk. "Look, all I want to do is finish this lot and get some sleep," he replied, and it was true that he looked as if only sheer will power was keeping him going.

	But Stenning was not to be denied.

	"I want to turn it in, Sandy," he said, closing the door. 

	This jerked Sanderson. "Do what?" he asked.

	"Jack it in. Resign. Turn in the job."

	Sanderson looked steadily at Pete: "Well, I can't stop you, but. . ." He looked genuinely unhappy at the thought and suddenly Pete felt guilty at adding to his problems. As if this bloody heat and the job weren't enough to cope with: but he blundered on. "I'm sick of being the arse-end of Bill Maguire's donkey," he said, sullenly.

	Sanderson tapped his desk with a pencil and appealed "Pete, why don't you leave it till the temperature drops? We're all in an overheated condition."

	This was Pete's chance to withdraw, but stubbornly, dodged it: "I'm like a cub reporter here," he protested. 'Phone up for figures, run down to the library, take these pictures---what the hell am I around here?"

	"You're getting paid, aren't you?" asked Sanderson, realistically.

	Pete ducked that one and said fiercely: "It's not so long ago this paper used to put up posters telling the public to read my stuff."

	"You stopped writing it, so how could we go on printing it?" snapped the exhausted Sanderson cuttingly, and he would have given his chance of winning the pools to have withdrawn the remark. It was the truth, but it was hurtful. Pete recognised it as the truth and he stood deflated.

	"Look, Pete," said Sandy gently, "I'll forget you resigned. Give it a few days. Anyway, I thought Bill Maguire was a friend of yours?"

	He is, thought Pete. He'd proved it in a score of quite unnecessary ways. "He's always behaved like a friend," added Sandy and turned to the phone as it pealed. "Yeah," replied Pete flatly, "yeah, maybe it's just the heat."

	Sanderson passed over the phone. "It's for you," he said and taking his towel and soap he went to walk out of the room. "Think it over, Pete," he said, as he reached the door.

	Pete nodded briefly, yet gratefully, and turned to the phone.

	It was Jeannie. She was in a Whitehall call-box and she was agitated; it was clearly not just the heat. Jeannie had a problem.

	"Pete, it's Jeannie. Pete, I have to talk to you. . ."

	Pete tried to play it lightly.

	"Pete, please, I'm serious. . . no, I can't explain on the phone. I must see you."

	Stenning's brow puckered. What sort of crisis had blown up in the past hour or so that could get Jeannie coming and going?

	"You will see me," he said soothingly. "Tonight? Remember?"

	"It can't wait," she urged.

	He sensed the immediacy of it and suggested that she could hop a cab to the office. No, that wouldn't do. She had to get back to the office pretty soon, so they fixed to meet at the Battersea Park restaurant at twelve-thirty. Pete put down the receiver thoughtfully, as Sanderson returned from the washroom.

	Pete suddenly realised that the call needed some sort of explanation and he waffled slightly: "It was a new contact I found at the Met. Office. Seems to have something on her mind."

	Sandy was alerted at once. Anything to do with the Met. Office was, as of now, big news; or could be.

	"Met. Office? Think she has a story?"

	Stenning laughed. "Frankly, she wouldn't notice a news item if it was in 72 point. Still, I don't think we should ignore it."

	Sanderson was pleased to see that Pete Stenning, newspaperman, was on the ball again, and he said briefly: "Well, she's your contact."

	Pete looked at him gratefully, glanced at his watch and said, chirpily: "Well, if you're a witness for the defence when Stenning's found missing again. . ."

	Sanderson grinned. "Get cracking. What are you, a cub reporter?" And as Pete hurried to the door he added: "And Pete, if you bring in anything that can take the biggest byline there is, then you've got it."

	They looked at each other for a split second and they knew that the past few minutes hadn't really happened. Sanderson reached for his jacket, gratefully. There was going to be an hour's shut-eye on the Embankment before he came back to the galley.

	Pete hurried out of the Express building and, on the broiling pavement, stood impatiently trying to get a cab. He knew that something urgent had cropped up. Even Pete was not vain enough to believe that Jeannie had put out an emergency call simply to look into his big blue eyes. But what did she want?

	He sat in the cab engrossed in thought. God knows, there was enough to think about. Jeannie, his kid, the weather story, his standing at the paper. It was one hell of a mix-up. Even so he was conscious that he was riding through a sort of No-Man's-Land of shattered windows, overturned cars, battered hoardings, gashed roads.

	He strolled round the lake until he spotted Jeannie at a far table. She rose as he approached her.

	"Well, of all people," Pete said in mock-surprise. "How long is it since we met? It must be all of three hours."

	But Jeannie didn't match his gaiety; a tiny smile of recognition and she grabbed his arm before he could even sit down.

	"There's too many people here," she said, and led him towards the fun fair.

	"Who's shy?" he gagged, "I only want to kiss you," but Jeannie was edgy and distraught.

	"I mustn't be seen talking to you," she whispered.

	Pete covered his puzzlement with a pretence of flippancy.

	"I know," he said looking round and lowering his voice, "you're a Russian spy. All right, I'll come to Moscow with you." But even Danny Kaye couldn't have raised a laugh from Jeannie with that gag.

	"Pete, please, be serious."

	He couldn't quite give in to her mood; he didn't want to; he was scared of all the implications.

	"Never more so," he said. "Stenning awaits." Swiftly he guided her to the Ferris Wheel, that monster contraption that jerks people into the upper regions and guarantees a safe return, if you've got a well-trained stomach.

	Their chair rose a few feet and stopped to enable other Fun Fair addicts to get in. "What could be more private?" he asked lightly.

	Impulsively, Jeannie grabbed his arm. He looked at her for a moment with a warm tenderness. She was clearly rattled. Well, Dr. Stenning's soothing power was recommended. He took her gently in his arms and kissed her as the Ferris Wheel moved into action.

	"Okay, Jeannie," he said, "take your time, I bought a double ride. No expense spared with Stenning."

	This was something that could not be hurried. Something important and worrying was nagging at this girl whom, so help him, he was beginning to love.

	He waited.

	"Do you have a cigarette?" she asked.

	He nodded. He lit one, dragged at it and passed it to her. He waited again.

	She puffed feverishly, but didn't inhale.

	"This morning half the girls didn't get in, so some of us went on the switchboard again." Jeannie prayed that he wouldn't wisecrack about the last time, and he didn't.

	"Oh, Pete, I've overheard things before---sometimes you can't help it. But you keep them to yourself. . ." He looked at her fresh, frank little face and was knotted with affection for her.

	She plunged on: "A switchboard's sort of confidential, especially a Government one." Cynically, he let that one escape.

	"But this morning?" he asked casually.

	She was about to speak. Instead, she drew on her cigarette and turned to him urgently.

	"Pete," she pleaded, "you've got to promise me you won't use this." He felt sick inside him. It was the age-old problem of the newspaperman. Off the record? What's the good of knowing something that's off the record. Yet insatiable curiosity had led every journalist into accepting the moral blackmail.

	"Is it about the big question mark?" he asked. She nodded.

	"Jeannie, how can I promise? For God's sake, if something's gone wrong, don't you think people are entitled to know?" There was genuine passion and conviction in his voice. 

	"I think the men at the top are cleverer than we are. They know what they are doing." But Jeannie was trying desperately to convince herself, as well as Pete.

	He shrugged and said: "Then why tell me?"

	"Because I have to tell someone or burst. I thought you were the one person I could tell. I didn't understand much of it but I did understand. . ." she stopped helplessly. "I don't know. I panicked into a phone box and called you."

	He put his arms around her comfortingly. "So. . . here I am."

	Jeannie looked at him straight and insisted: "I want your promise."

	Pete didn't reply for a while. He was torn between wanting to protect this sweet, worried Jeannie and getting the hard facts. Jesus, why did everything have to be so involved?

	"All right," he replied flatly. "Let's have it." The Ferris Wheel soared into the sky for the second time and Jeannie started to talk hesitantly, yet urgently---and Pete listened, puzzled, but horrified.

	 

	Stenning left Jeannie and he had to walk across the bridge before he got a smell of a taxi. He alighted at the Express office, hesitated, and then, sweating, turned to Salisbury Court and Harry's. He hoped that Bill Maguire might be there.      

	Bill was. He was engaged in a three-handed darts match and a shrewd double ended the contest abruptly.

	"Okay, May," he said as he handed the darts to Harry. "Two hot lagers for the Daily Sketch."

	"You're lucky. I've still got some nice cold ones on ice."

	"No you haven't," said Harry, "because I've just sold them."

	May snapped testily at Harry: "I told you to hang on to them in case Mr. Maguire wanted them."

	May, the shrew, tossed her head. Harry insisted that he'd never heard about the iced lagers. Bill Maguire, who'd been through this sort of drama in Harry's club too often, heaved a spanner in the works. "Make it scotches, no ice? Okay, hot scotch." He turned to the Sketch men. "Do your circulation good. Personal, I mean, not professional."

	As May poured she looked reprovingly at Harry. "You didn't get any more ice, either."

	"Oh, give over, May," whined Harry.

	Pete walked in and spotted Bill at the bar. Maguire had just picked up his scotch. Pete grabbed his arm and led him to the door.

	"I need you, Dad. And you'll need that, so drink it." He indicated Maguire's glass. Maguire shrugged, tossed off the drink in one, handed the empty glass to a surprised customer and followed Pete into the street.

	Maguire rubbed his eyes as they walked into the sunshine and, outside Harry's, waited for Pete to speak. Stenning was all tensed up. He scratched his chin. "I heard a funny story on my way to the park this morning," he said.

	"How funny?" asked Maguire. He'd been given a bum steer too often in Fleet Street; too many stories didn't stand up when you got around to digging.

	Pete fumbled in his pocket and brought out a damp, crumbled envelope on which he'd scribbled some shorthand notes. He looked at the imperturbable Maguire. "What's the nutation of the earth?" he asked, and he tried, unsuccessfully, to make the question as casual as whether Gloucester had beaten Kent. He felt that he was sitting on something hot. He needed Maguire's support. His promise to Jeannie nagged uncomfortably but, so help me, he thought, I need this beat. And it must be told.

	Maguire, who was now becoming used to being regarded as the complete pundit on scientific knowledge, frowned. Nutation? Ah, yes.

	"It's a slight oscillation that goes on at the earth's axis," he waved his arms as if that made it quite clear. "It's caused by the pull from the sun and the moon on the equator. . ."

	"It's changed," interjected Pete briefly.

	"There's a sort of bulging zone in the earth's. . ."

	Maguire stopped dead in his tracks. He had barely heard Stenning's laconic interruption. Now he looked at him urgently.

	Pete looked again at his envelope: "There's also a little item about Axis Rotation. There's been an eleven degree variation---whatever that means." Pete stopped. These were Jeannie's facts, but what the blazes they meant was something else again.

	Maguire walked on past the PA-Reuter building.

	"Where does this come from?" he asked slowly.

	"Never mind where it comes from. Just translate it," replied Pete. Maguire took the envelope from Pete and read it again.

	"It seems I was right," he said slowly and flatly.

	"Congratulations," said Pete, equally slowly and flatly.

	Maguire was standing quite still. Pete had never seen that Expression of sheer repugnance on his jovial face before. Maguire spoke: "They've shifted the tilt of the earth. The stupid, crazy, irresponsible bastards have finally done it."

	There was the belching hoot of a tug on the river, piercing the hot muggy blanket of the day. Newspaper vans, cabs and buses churned through Fleet Street. The two waited for a break in the traffic and weaved their way across to the office, Stenning bewildered, Maguire sick at heart.

	"We'd better see Jeff, pronto," said Maguire as they walked to the lift. The story was really taking a firm shape, and Maguire loathed its miserable pattern.

	 


 

	SEVEN

	Maguire was doing his damnedest to put into simple a.b. c. a story with complications and implications about which even he could only ruefully guess.

	The editor, Sanderson, and Pete were listening intently as he handled the model globe.

	"That's the normal angle of rotation," he said. "A variation of eleven degrees would put it about here. . ." he tilted the globe to his left. ". . . or this way," and swung it to his right. "We don't know whether the tilt's to East or West."

	He looked to Stenning for help, who shook his head helplessly. Maguire turned to the editor: "Your weather line theory would indicate the East to West tilt." But he was only groping.

	Jeff was baffled. A newspaper could handle facts and opinions. But when facts and theory were so closely blended it was difficult to sort out either, and least of all to project a pungent considered opinion.

	"Where did you get this, Stenning?" he asked.

	"I'd prefer you not to ask me, sir." Jeff shrugged. He trusted his staff, or he fired them, and he respected the unwritten law that a newspaperman doesn't necessarily have to reveal his source of information or very few newspapermen would ever keep their greatest asset---contacts.

	Instead Jeff turned to the phone: "Get Sir John Kelly at once. Get his office, or his home. Wherever he is, I want to talk to him now."

	Sanderson turned to Pete Stenning and asked: "Does this come from your new contact?"

	Stenning refused to be trapped: "Never mind where it comes from. You can take my word---that's the story." He turned away deliberately. He wasn't feeling too easy about the way things were turning out. But surely Jeannie would understand?

	Jeff turned to Maguire, and he was only voicing everybody's thoughts when he said: "What else can this do to us? Besides altering the earth's climates?"

	Maguire wouldn't be drawn: "Monkey around with nature on this scale? God knows what the implications are."

	"But what do you think?" pressed Jeff.

	"I don't like to think," replied Maguire soberly. For the love of Mike, he was a newspaperman not a fiction writer. But he could visualise a re-shuffling of the world's natural resources, therefore its wealth, therefore a balance of power.

	The editor's phone buzzed, and all eyes flashed to it. Jeff spoke: "Yes?" His anger was evident: "I didn't ask for the press man. . . all right, put him on." He telegraphed to Stenning, and Pete got the message. He whispered: "It's Holroyd."

	Jeff nodded briefly. While he was waiting he turned to Sanderson: "Get Jackson in here; get everybody."

	He turned to the phone: "Mr. Holroyd? This is the editor of the Daily Express," and he made it sound like God.

	"Yes? Well tell Sir John he has the choice of being disturbed now or when he reads his morning paper: we're printing whether he talks or not. . ."

	He put his hand over the mouthpiece and turned to Maguire.

	"Bill, you get moving. I want a complete pictorial layout of the world as it will be with the new Climatic Zones and all the rest of it changed." Maguire sighed. To think that some people were leading normal lives and tonight they'd be looking at TV.      

	"Stenning, come in on the phone. Get this down," said Jeff. 

	Pete picked up a pad and the extension phone.

	Jeff spoke crisply: "Sir John Kelly? Jefferson here. I want a statement and I want it now." He paused, politely. ". . . nothing's impossible---even an eleven degree tilt of the globe's axis. . ." Jeff, supremely on the job, listened to Kelly's objections and rejected them. "Yes," he said finally, "that's what we're printing. . . exactly. . .'' And he replaced the receiver. 

	He looked at his staff, nodded and they dispersed. The old black magic of print was at work again.

	At a signal the presses started to thunder belching out papers at an almost unbelievable speed. Soon the finished job, packaged, would roll along the ramps to the waiting newsvans. Swiftly, they would be transferred to the vans and thence sped to the London railway stations.

	Jeff reflected sternly that the papers would make gloomy reading. He could see the various headlines now: "THE TRUTH BEHIND THE HEAT, FOG, CYCLONE, FLOODS". . . "WORLD TIPS OVER". . . "EARTH'S AXIS HAS MOVED 11 DEGREES. CAUSED BY H-BOMB TESTS? SCIENTISTS SAY NO". If that didn't make the populace (so many of them muzzily indifferent to the bomb and its implications), sit up and think then nothing would and God help them.

	 

	Next morning Pete Stenning borrowed Maguire's car to visit Jeannie. As he reached the flats he didn't even notice that a police car had drawn up outside the entrance.

	The hall porter and a couple of cleaners were standing in the foyer intently reading a copy of the Daily Express. The porter looked up and said: "Morning, sir. What about this, then?" tapping the front page with a stubby finger.

	But Pete didn't reply. Tired and drawn from worry and lack of sleep, he was in no mood for small talk this morning. He ran two at a time up the stairs and arrived breathlessly at Jeannie's door.

	He pressed the bell and stood waiting, re-reading the front page of his paper. The door opened and Jeannie was standing there, fully dressed. She said nothing; merely looked reproachfully at Pete.

	Pete could not stand it. "Jeannie," he pleaded, "what else could I do?"

	Her voice was tinged with ice. "I don't want to hear," she said dully. "I don't want to know." Jeannie turned on her heel and Pete followed her into the room. He noticed a half-packed suitcase on the crumpled bed.

	Fiercely Stenning tried to find words that could convince this girl who suddenly seemed to have become a stranger and a hostile one at that.

	"It had to come out," he argued. "You couldn't sit on a thing like this. . ."

	"That's right, that's right," repeated Jeannie indifferently.

	He stood nonplussed. "But we haven't used your name, Jeannie. Nobody used your name."

	And then she was stung. She whipped round on him and her voice cut harshly: "Who cares about my name? My name's nothing. . ." There was the merest suspicion of a sob, "it's my trust you've used."

	She closed the case, picked it up and spoke over Pete's shoulder: "All right, I'm ready." Pete swung round. Sitting in the chair behind the open door and out of Pete's view was a well-built middle-aged man. He rose as Pete asked shortly: "Who are you?"

	"I'm a Security Officer."

	"Now, wait a minute," snapped Pete, "where are you taking Miss Craig?"

	The security officer answered civilly: "For the time being into preventative custody."

	"For what?" exploded Pete.

	But Jeannie cut in and said coldly to her escort: "Please, can we go, now?"

	Pete's temper broke. He followed them to the lift and he was almost snarling: "What the hell are you preventing? It's happened, man. Don't you see, it's happened. You've got the head weathercock sitting on the biggest addled egg the human race has ever laid. . ."

	"Leave it alone, Pete," Jeannie pleaded wearily, "it's none of your business any more." She stepped into the lift with her companion, who quietly but effectively barred Stenning from entering with them. As the lift descended Pete started to run down the stairs shouting: "You let those bloody bombs off as if they were fourpenny squibs on bonfire night and want to keep it secret. . ."

	His voice tailed away helplessly. Suddenly he felt deflated, licked. Slowly he walked down the stairs, nodded blindly to the hall porter and drove back to the office through the untidy, battered streets.

	Pete's ire had not cooled when he reached the Express building. He strode purposefully to the editor's room, flung open the door and plunged bitterly into a denunciation of governments, scientists, security and the lot.

	". . . so they stick some kid into preventative custody the blasted idiots," he raged.

	Jeff looked at him tolerantly. He recognised stress when he saw it.

	"Cool off, Pete," he said soothingly, "I know it's hot, but just cool off."

	Stenning swept on: "Never mind the data on leukaemia or infant mortality or strontium G or any of the other clinical facts of mass suicide," his voice rasped, "just stick some kid in a cell and everything will be all right."

	Jeff nodded and said: "You go and write about it. Just like that."

	"Oh, sure," sneered Stenning, "now they want to read about the filthy, self-destructive, self-hating nuclear force humanity carries around rotting in its belly. Now---when it's too late!"

	"It's never too late for a good story well written," remarked the editor.

	Stenning ignored that. Instead he rasped: "The human race has been poisoning itself for years with a great big smile on its face. . ."

	Jeff shrugged: "That's how it is, Pete," he said, cutting in on Pete's diatribe, "people don't care about news until it becomes personal."

	Stenning rapped angrily on the desk: "Hell, it's become personal for me. Isn't there anything you can do?"

	Jeff spread his hands helplessly: "What else is there to do? I've made my will." He changed his tone and said appealingly: "Look, Pete, they're just a bit hysterical like the rest of us. They'll let her out in a few days. They'll see it's not her fault. After all they couldn't have kept this dark for long."

	Pete laughed contemptuously. "Let her out to what? Who's going to give her a job?" he asked bitterly.

	The elder man looked relieved. If everything was that simple. "There's no problem there. We'll give her a job."

	"Here?" asked Pete, surprised.

	"Why not?" returned Jeff blandly, "whilst it all still lasts we might as well have full employment."

	Pete didn't say anything, but he flashed a grateful look at Jeff as he left the room.

	 

	"H-BOMBS. . . WORLD RIOTS" screamed the posters of the two evening papers, and passers-by pressed to buy the bad news. They read it eagerly, though largely incomprehendingly; but it was clear to all that, somehow or other, the world was again in a mess.

	It was a crisis and, inevitably in all crises, the public looked to its Prime Minister for explanation and comfort. He arranged to speak on the radio and crowds gathered in the streets to listen through hurriedly fitted-up loudspeakers and from radios blaring in shops in high streets and back alleys.

	The crowds ranged from the apathetic to the restless. In Downing Street a group of Anti-Bomb demonstrators threatened to get ugly but the police coped with them effectively and with good humour.

	The Prime Minister began his peroration.

	"I thought it was necessary to speak to you all, if only to stop the many wild and irresponsible rumours precipitated by a general lack of facts," came the measured tones.

	The newspapermen gathered in Harry's Bar grinned a shade sheepishly. Trust the Old Man to give the newspapers a sharp slap across the wrist with a damp lettuce.

	"There has, indeed, been a displacement in the direction of the polar axis. But it is not a catastrophe, nor is it the millenium. . ."

	A wag in the crowd at Trafalgar Square turned to his neighbour and remarked: "Well, it certainly ain't no bleedin' garden party, that's for sure."

	His pal nudged him. "Shurrup, listen to what the man's got to say. . ."

	"Geologists and astronomers have long had evidence that the tilt of the earth has been altered more than once in the history of its evolution. And it has survived them all. . ."

	"Talk about clutching at a straw," growled Pete Stenning as he drained a scotch-and-soda, "what makes him think there can't be a first time?"

	The P.M. continued: "You may perhaps get a clearer picture of what has happened if you will imagine our planet as a rotating steel top which has been tilted by a magnet. The top tilts, but still rotates. At the same speed, on the same axis. What does this mean to our daily lives?"

	The crowd stirred. Now he was getting down to cases. Never mind all that rotating steel top jazz. How were they going to be effected, was all that really worried them.

	"Well, some of the seasons as we know them may be disturbed and change their intensity. The displacement has undoubtedly brought some regions nearer to the polar circle. . ."

	He could say that again, thought Maguire. He had just seen cables in the office. New York was caught in an unparalleled blizzard. Radioed pictures had shown Times Square paralysed with fierce snow storms. Broadway was looking like an Arctic expedition. Newspaper vendors stood huddled in shop doorways, their papers blaring in blatant headlines that the President was to make a four-power statement.

	". . . others have been carried further from it. . ."

	Like France, pondered Stenning, and again he thought of pictures on the desk of the picture editor. Half of France flooded, leaving a trail of wreckage, desolation, death and privation.

	The voice of France was heard in its newspapers demanding immediate control of nuclear weapons.

	But the Prime Minister of Britain remained confident. He said: "I have the utmost confidence the world's scientists can produce solutions for any of the climatic problems we are likely to meet."

	The crowds in the streets looked slightly happier. We're all right, Jack. They played ostrich to the uncomfortable fact that intense rioting had been reported in the streets of Rome and Berlin and that the unrest had spread to the Middle East. Man's distrust and suspicion of the H-Bomb, never far below the surface, was simmering fast and hot and bursting out in physical demonstration. The dogs of war were straining critically at a frail leash.

	The Prime Minister continued, pointing out that the majority of the world's scientists completely and categorically denied that the disturbance to the motion of the earth was being caused by the combined effects of nuclear tests. "But," he admitted, "I would be failing in my duty if I did not. admit to you that there are many others who believe it could have been. . ."

	"Move over, Bill," cracked Pete, "it's a wide fence we're sitting on."

	"But whatever the rights or the wrongs, the four major powers have now reached unconditional agreement to cease all further tests, experiments, manufacture and work on nuclear projects. . ."

	Pete nodded with satisfaction. That at least was a positive move and, he believed, in the right direction.

	The Prime Minister, in a wave of platitudes, reached the end of his speech. He said: "I ask you now to face the future calmly and constructively, remembering that here in Britain at least the weather is something we are used to coping with."

	"What they'll do to get votes," said Maguire.

	"Wonder who writes his punchlines?" remarked Reynolds.

	"Let's face it," said Maguire, "the old boy's going to need all the laughs he can get if this heat keeps up."

	Pete said nothing. He was looking tense and pensive. What more could the Prime Minister say? But all that blinding with science wasn't what the man in the street, and his missus, wanted to know.

	Why couldn't they be talked to in the terms they understand? How was this going to effect their food, their housing, their health, the cost of living? Would there soon be no living to be costed? How would it effect the future of their kids? My kid, thought Pete suddenly and he found himself praying quietly: "Dear God, don't let Mike be eliminated before he has even started living."

	He turned morosely to the bar. For him to start praying at this juncture was rather like starting to fill in your football pools as the announcer starts to read the Saturday night results.

	May went to switch off the radio. "Let's hear the forecast?" asked one of the customers.

	"Yes, they're always so right," muttered Maguire.

	May prattled along garrulously: "I don't mind the heat so much," she indicated Harry, "if this stupid old fool remembered to order more ice."

	"I did order it," said Harry peevishly.

	"Then where is it?" was the shrewish reply.

	"I don't deliver it, May," said Harry in aggrieved tones. Behind this friendly exchange the announcer was informing the sizzling bar that temperatures would continue around 105 degrees with a probable rise towards the weekend.

	A young man from the Mirror chaffed May: "Real bikini weather, May."

	"Yeah," added another, "give the boys a treat, May?"

	May gathered up their empty glasses and shook her head, archly. "I don't know. All this heat's beginning to make you people act like foreigners."

	"Yes, and I don't like it, mate," said Harry testily and unexpectedly.

	May swung on him: "You don't like it? You haven't liked it for ten years."

	"Oh, give over, May," replied Harry sulkily.

	"Ring up and get the ice then," she scolded.

	Bill was suddenly conscious of Stenning's unusual silence. "No good holding a hot glass, Pete. Have another."

	Pete put his glass down and shook his head. "No, thanks. I'm going back to the office." He started for the door and Maguire finished his own drink and followed. They walked out of Harry's and into Salisbury Court towards Fleet Street. A fire engine clanged its dangerous course through the traffic.

	They walked in silence for a couple of minutes. Then Maguire put his hand on Pete's sleeve.

	"What's on your mind, Pete?" He was pretty clear what it was but it might do Stenning good to get it off his chest.

	They paused. "D'you think Jeff would give me an advance?"

	"Depends how much you want."

	"However much it would cost to get her a good lawyer," was the moody reply.

	Maguire sounded exasperated. "Stop worrying, will you? She'll be out in a week, two at the most. They're just going through the motions." Maguire tried hard to believe his own words, but you can never tell once officialdom bumbles into motion and he knew that he would not, at this moment, like to be in Jeannie's petite shoes.

	"But she didn't break the story, Bill," insisted Pete. The remorse that was nibbling at him, made his words over-emphatic, his tone bitter. "I broke it, Bill. If they're going to charge anyone it should be me."

	Maguire could find no answer to that one. Instead he said as convincingly as possible: "Look, Peter, you brought in the beat of the century. Enjoy it." Pete merely scowled.

	Two more fire engines were speeding towards the Strand, red monsters that would have been lethal weapons in the hands of any men of less skill and iron nerve than their miracle drivers.

	An Express cameraman hurtled out of the side entrance, his camera dragging on his shoulder. He flagged a taxi and said tersely to the driver: "Covent Garden, hurry."

	"What's up, Dick?" asked Pete.

	"Fire at Covent Garden---the market. Everything's as dry as a bone. They think the whole lot's going up." The cab drove off and Maguire smiled dryly at Stenning: "Cheer up, chum. With any luck it may spread to Scotland Yard. Come on."

	Stenning thought moodily to himself: floods, fog, fire, typhoons---pestilence next, I suppose. The sweet smell of progress in the enlightened twentieth century has too often had the unfortunate knack of turning into a stench in the nostrils. 

	They turned into the newsroom.

	 

	Life in the newsroom of the daily newspaper is never much of a go-slow picnic. "Nothing doing" or "Quiet, tonight" usually merely means that there aren't more than two stories juggling for position on the front page and not more than a dozen coming up on the rails.

	But these days and nights it was murder.

	Barely had one story been splashed than another, of equal drama, gusty vitality, human interest and urgency would crop up, until Dave Davis by day and Jacko, who handled the night news stint, felt that they were swiftly qualifying for a padded cell.

	The Covent Garden blaze had turned out to be a natural for the evenings, but even more so for the mornings. All night the firemen had battled with the inferno that was greedily and lasciviously gulping down an historic part of London into its flame-jetted maw.

	The tongues of fire fiercely pierced the sky. Buildings groaned, crumbled and collapsed. Iron girders twisted into horrible distorted masses of molten metal, glass shattered, wood buildings became charred skeltons.

	Knee deep in water the sweating, half-blinded, grime-streaked firemen fought endlessly with one object. This mustn't go down as the year of the Second Great Fire of London. There wasn't much they could do before they had to evacuate the Strand and Drury Lane.

	The market itself had had it in a big way. It was just a white-hot crucible. The Opera House was a ruined, charred write-off. Someday on that site a new Covent Garden Opera House might arise; it would be the fourth. Pete was reading the agency report of the fire and he found himself wondering what new, as yet uncorked, scientific horror would seal the next Opera House's fate.

	"Ah, well," he murmured to Bill Maguire to change his mood, "seems the Theatre Royal and the Fortune have gone down bravely. Fancy it needing a couple of balled-up atom-bomb explosions to persuade 'My Fair Lady' and 'Beyond the Fringe' to fold on the same night." The macabre joke didn't register. Maguire was a once-a-week Odeon fan. He didn't hold with the theatre. Too la-di-da. Those fancy prices and all hell to pay to get a reasonable nip of scotch in the interval, didn't enchant Bill.

	Pete shook himself. This was no time to bother about the theatre. The firemen toiled through the night, the ambulances made their fussy, mournful journeys and next morning they read in their paper, "covent garden inferno---All Night Fight to Save Market Fails". Such is the strange alchemy of newspapers that the firemen and ambulance workers actually read it almost with surprise. Yet they knew; they'd been there. Maguire would have summed it up tersely: "Looking for mistakes, the so-and-sos!"

	Next morning Pete was reading the Mail, with some distaste. Not, let it be hastily explained, through sour grapes. They, too, had obviously splashed the Covent Garden fire as professionally and objectively as any other paper.

	No, what had caught Pete's eye, was a story way down on the front page, headed "met office girl on secrets charge". It was the same non-committal yarn in every paper. Just her name, age, and what happened, with no inkling of her alleged offence.

	All the same, thought Pete, it's damned unfair. For twenty-four years Jeannie had happily basked in obscurity, unknown to all but her relations and friends.

	He had had to open his big mouth and now, because of that indiscretion, Jeannie was all set to be Big News, for this formal little story might be only the beginning of a smear campaign across the world. He blamed himself bitterly, yet knew in his heart that he was not really to blame.

	It is the solemn, often awkward duty of a defending counsel to fight for his client's life even if he knows him to be a killer. It is the duty of a newspaperman to tell the facts in his paper about everything that hinges on public interest. He knew that to be true. But what about that other nagging doubt? It is a newspaperman's duty not to break a confidence, and so help him, he had promised Jeannie. He felt bad about that.

	Pete ran his fingers miserably through his hair. "What the hell is right?" he asked nobody in particular, "and, anyway, why in the name of everything sulphurous did it have to be Jeannie?" Not for the first time Pete realised that nobody's around to hand out a glib, smooth answer to an offbeat query like that.

	By the evening it was hotting up. There had been a few conferences, a few searchings for an angle, for a platform, maybe for a sheer justification. But, later that day, as Stenning's natural curiosity led him as near to Covent Garden as was not barricaded off he noticed a crumbled, charred, filthy front page of the Evening News flung at random into the gutter.

	He toed it and read a headline: SECRETS GIRL, PRIME MINISTER QUESTIONED, TRAITOR OR HEROINE?

	A good question, thought Pete savagely, but how could the poor bloody, bewildered Prime Minister know the answer? Was there one, or was it just the logically hysterical question that summed up an illogically hysterical situation. As he kicked the paper away he noticed a paragraph that was headed "Today's Temperature: 115". What would be final bursting point, Pete pondered?

	The Covent Garden fire became a few days' wonder. Other stories took its place as the earth, apparently, briskly edged its way to hell.

	Like the night when a local correspondent phoned, his voice a blend of horror and excitement. He connected with the night desk: "Look, I don't know how important it is. Well, for Pete's sake, there's so much going on. But I'm just passing the New Forest---it's ablaze and spreading fast. . . yeah. . ."

	The desk-man could hear the crackle of burning wood and the shrill sound of fire-engines. Also something else, odd and eerie. "What the devil's that racket?" he asked the local man. "It's whinneying ponies. They've gone completely nuts. . . they're scared stiff---and so are the locals. The poor bloody horses don't know which way to turn."

	"Okay, try and fix pictures and keep me posted. Ring off now, there's another call."

	He slammed down the receiver. "Yes. . . where? Nottingham? Sherwood Forest: okay, fire over the details to copy. . ." and he winced instinctively as he realised that the words "fire over" were in singularly rotten taste in the circumstances.

	Wearily he took the calls. "Richmond Park? . . . all right: Epping Forest; fire-engines all over the place? Okay, keep plugging at the details. . ." He sat back wearily for an instant. What else could he say? How could he give split-second instructions when it looked as if all Britain was flaring up like the vats in a Sheffield steel factory?

	The phone rang again: "Yes. . . fire? Where? Windsor Great Park. How's the Castle? Still all right? Good." He permitted himself a sick joke: "It wasn't long ago I was down there protecting it from floods. All right, chum, skip it: just push over the facts and keep in touch."

	Maguire paused as he walked into the Express building and took a swift glance at the heading on the edition. world's water rationed. The yarn started "London, Washington, Moscow and the world capitals have agreed on a global plan to meet the drought emergency. . ."

	He pulled a sweaty arm across his forehead and grinned approvingly. Good old Jacko had remembered to keep the order of power correct. Down below he spotted another story. It told cogently but not sensationally about how "the Secrets Girl had been freed but was not returning to the Ministry."

	Maguire plucked at the stained tropical shirt he was wearing. It was a relic of a jaunt to the wide, open wastes in Uganda, between Entebbe and Murchison Falls. Some crackpot had conned the newsroom into believing that smells coming up from the rhino and elephants that haunt that territory were causing pollution in the air breathed in Nigeria. Maguire had drawn the off-chance trip.

	He turned to the commissionaire and introduced his companion: "Sarge, this is Miss Craig. She's to be part of this happy family."

	"Evening, Miss." The sergeant swept a practised eye over the girl and took in, with approval, the sheer cotton dress she was wearing which was clinging limply, yet fetchingly, to her lissom figure.

	"She'll be located at library and stand-by switchboard." The perspiring doorman noted the news in his book. He looked a bit groggy and Maguire asked: "You all right, sarge?"

	He tossed it off. "Sure, I'm fine, Mr. Maguire. Been working in the garden this morning." He grinned. "Probably had a spot too much sun."

	Maguire wasn't convinced but he rode along with the idea. "You want to watch it. In this heat people shouldn't go out unless they have to."

	Jeannie picked that one up as they walked to the lift.

	"And you shouldn't have come to fetch me."

	Maguire grinned and explained that he just wanted to make quite certain that she didn't get cold feet (odd how that word seemed always to crop up and how daft it sounded in this weather) and not turn up for the job.

	"Besides," he added with a mischievous grin, like a plump leprechaun, "escorting you is going to put my stock up in the newsroom."

	Jeannie laughed appreciatively. It had been a drab, humiliating experience during the last few days. She had been nervous, on edge, wondering where she had failed and whether Pete had, in fact, failed her. She went tense. She wasn't going to think about Pete again. Ever. This amiable, chubby, Teddy-bear of a man was going out of his way to ease her back to normality, and she was touched and grateful.

	The liftman opened the door and, with a flourish, Maguire stood back and announced: "Abandon hope all ye who enter in." There was a scuffle and a thud and they looked back to find the door sergeant crumpled, motionless on the sizzling stone floor. They hurried back.

	Maguire shouted "Water" to a passing page boy as he knelt and cradled the man's head. "No water," said the boy, "it's been cut, sir. Finished till tonight." Exasperated, Maguire looked round helplessly; but Jeannie had spotted a jug behind the sergeant's desk. She grabbed it and his towel and ran back to the alarmed group. "It's cold tea," she announced, "it'll do. . ." and she placed the dipped towel round his head. Slowly the man revived and Maguire shuttled off one of the page boys in search of "First Aid".

	As the sergeant started to move sluggishly Maguire thought casually how these little domestic dramas were suddenly becoming so much more important than the bewildering, out-of-reach headline news. Jeff always did say that nothing was really important to a reader till it became personal. You never thought that the sergeant, veteran of two world wars, would ever flake out just because the sun was behaving temperamentally. But that was the human yarn.

	The doorman sat up: "I'm all right," he insisted with a wry grin. He licked his lips: "Tastes like tea. . . two lumps for me, miss." Maguire thought to himself how typical it all was. It was like that wartime Cockney flying-108

	bomb ebullience. Blitz bravado, smiles in the shelters, rationing ribaldry, jokes about Jerry. Anything to deflate the enemy. But this time, he thought soberly, who, or what, is the enemy? Maybe, this time, the enemy's within?

	The sergeant tried to sit up and Maguire pushed him back on the bench to which he'd been lifted. "Just sit there and shut up till the nurse gets here," he said brusquely, and turned to the liftman.

	"Back to your cable-car," he ordered, "just squeeze the handle. Editorial." 

	The liftman mournfully licked his lips: "Had a couple of old 'uns drop dead this morning, right outside the entrance," he said lugubriously.

	Maguire waved his hand: "On, Meltsham, on."

	They left the lift and, before they walked to the editorial department, Maguire paused and Jeannie with him.

	"I suppose I ought to warn you about some of the newsroom boys," he said lightly. He shrugged, making a joke of it. "I wouldn't say they were sex-mad, but they'd like to be. . ."

	Jeannie said with a gay smile: "I'm a big girl now."

	Maguire grimaced, still playing it half seriously: "Uh-huh, that's my point!" He clearly agreed. "Still, knowing how you and Pete were they'll probably lay off. . ."

	He'd said the wrong thing and he sensed it at once.

	Jeannie stiffened, and her smile faded.

	Bill Maguire knew when he was in a spot. He had to go on: "Look, Jeannie, you can't go on blaming him for blowing the story you gave him."

	"Can we change the subject?" It was Bill's most chilly experience since the world had gone off on its weathervane kick.

	But he had to try and see it through. Someone had to get through to this proud, hurt girl that, not for the first time, a man had been trapped between duty and desire and had maybe made the wrong decision for his personal happiness.

	"No journalist would have any right not to print that story. It affected so many people," he volunteered grimly, as he pushed open the newsroom doors.

	"I agree," replied Jeanie with affected indifference. "Er, do I always come in this way or is there a sort of tradesman's entrance?" She looked coolly around.

	Bill Maguire sighed. He could take a hint.

	 

	The heat in the newsroom was such that, despite the whirring electric fans, some of the staff were even shirtless. Windows were flung open, sun-blinds half down. Typewriters were being pounded, newspapers were being read, phones were being rung. But the scene was rather like the first run-through of a television rehearsal in a Y.M.C.A. off Portobello Road. Not much snap.

	Maguire waved his hand around the room. "This is the newsroom, the place where all the best stories are spiked."

	Ronnie approached them with a handful of copy. It wasn't the usual springy, zestful Ronnie. The copy-boy was obviously listless. He was pale and sweating; but he made the effort as he said: "Oh, Mr. Maguire, if you ever want any extra water I've got a contact. Five gallon drum only costs a pound."

	"I never drink it," replied Maguire, "but it's a great contact and we'll celebrate with two iced beers."

	"They're fetching four bob apiece now."

	"Here's the money and tell them they're bloody robbers." Ronnie sauntered away. Maguire sensed Jeannie's strain. "You can relax. He's out on a date. . ." He shrugged, "if it makes any difference."

	"Not to me. Is this where I work?"

	"Over there," he replied, "down those steps." He pointed to the legal desk where sat two lawyers. "The Brothers Prodnose," he said, making it sound like the title of an Ibsen play.

	He stopped and introduced her to Jacko, the night editor.

	"Welcome," said Jacko, "and all I can say is whoever took your press pictures ought to be fired."

	It was a spontaneous line and even Mrs. Jacko wouldn't have raised an eyebrow had she heard it delivered. Jeannie smiled her appreciation of the slick compliment. She felt she was going to like these colleagues of Pete's. Damn, she was thinking of him again.

	Maguire picked up the dummy layout from Jacko's desk. The headline bawled out that a hospital's emergency water trucks had been raided. . . 5000 gallons had been grabbed. . . two drivers were on the danger list.

	"Marvellous, isn't it," he remarked, "I can remember when it used to be money."

	He took Jeannie's arm and led her to the library. "The Head Librarian's a nice guy. He'll put you straight. But if there's any real problem there's always me---or Pete." He looked at her sharply. No response, and he sighed to himself.

	As they walked down the library steps he airly waved a hand and said: "Everything's filed here from Atom Bombs to Zen Buddhism. Mark you, Arthur Askey gets in before 'Atom Bombs' in the 'A's'. Odd, isn't it?" But she was not playing up to him.

	"Look, Bill," she said quietly, "I appreciate the motives, but don't try and restart anything. It's very, very over."

	Maguire couldn't take this. What's the matter with people, don't they ever relent? he asked himself.

	"Break down, Jeannie," he said kindly, but also angrily, "D'you want him in the Penitents' Parade, walking barefoot down Fleet Street?"

	"I don't want him anyway or anywhere," she snapped.

	Maguire's patience was ebbing. "Look, this is no time to waste time. There may not be much left for any of us."

	"Well, he isn't wasting it," she said petulantly, "You said he's out on a date."

	"Yes," replied Maguire, pityingly, "In Battersea Park, with his kid." Jeannie reacted.

	The librarian arrived and Bill introduced the two.

	"Look after her, Archie," said Bill, "she's a bright girl. It's only her sense of proportion that's a bit bent." He turned away towards the newsroom, waving casually to Jeannie.

	The librarian looked amiably at Jeannie and said: "Welcome. I doubt if we'll ever be lonely down here now." Jeannie smiled politely.

	In the news room Maguire found Mitchell and some other reporters hunched round the tape machines, and it was clear that the news wasn't very encouraging.

	One of the reporters tore off a report and, looking at it, said shakenly: "Holy smoke. Look at these blasted temperatures: Mexico, 145.6 degrees Fahrenheit; Texas, 141.3; Baghdad, 144.3; Rome, 139. . ."

	With heavy humour Maguire cut in: "Well, that makes us in danger of a cold snap."

	Mitchell tore off the strip from the second machine. "This famine death count's pretty terrifying, too," he said gravely. The first reporter took the slips to the night editor and Mitchell turned to Maguire.

	"Bill, I don't get this lack of water. What about all this extra polar ice that's melting?" and he sank down at his desk.

	Maguire thought that he ought to have had his brains tested ever to have become a science reporter without having had a preview of what was liable to break in the sickly sixties. "Well, Mitch," he said, judiciously; "it means the heat's taking it up as vapour."

	Mitchell replied vaguely. He was tired and really couldn't care less: "But hasn't it got to come down again some time?"

	Maguire tapped him on the head in avuncular fashion. "It has my boy, it has," he retorted. "And I should just pray that you're on the highest possible ground when it does."

	He took a reluctant swig at the warm putrid, sticky four bob beer that Ronnie had commandeered for him. Mitchell turned to his typewriter, obviously bewitched, bothered, bewildered and bored with the whole messy routine, and Maguire escaped to his desk before he got involved in trying to answer more tricky questions.

	 


 

	EIGHT

	Pete came up the backstairs way, sweating and breathing heavily. Bill waved to Pete who obviously had something on his mind. He went straight to the news editor's room and started to talk fast.

	"Dave, I've just come from Battersea Park."

	Dave looked up briefly and cracked: "Personally, I prefer Brighton."

	Stenning waved a hand impatiently: "No funnies, Dave, something's going on." Then, belligerently, "if you're not interested, to hell with it," and he turned to go to his desk.      ,

	Dave Davis sighed. Spare him from these prima donnas. "Unwind, Pete, for God's sake. How do I know if I'm interested yet? What sort of something?" he asked reasonably.

	Stenning turned back and said: "They're putting up long sheds---army type. There's trucks full of piping and showerbath fittings and five hundred gallon tanks complete with purifying systems."

	Davis was suddenly alert. "In Battersea Park?" he checked. 

	Pete nodded: "And Hyde Park and Richmond; Wimbledon, Hampstead, Highgate. . . most of the open spaces." 

	"You've seen them?" asked Davis.

	"Only Battersea. But I talked to one of the drivers. In the last few days he's delivered similar gear to all of them."

	"For what?"

	Pete grimaced: "I never got that far. The foreman came up shouting 'Security'."

	Maguire had joined them. "You got any ideas?" he asked Pete.

	"Yes, community washing centres."

	"Good God!" ejaculated Davis.

	"Why? You got ugly neighbours?"

	But Davis wasn't listening. He was urgently dialling his inter-phone.

	"Well," said Maguire, slowly, "If you're right this means no private water at all."

	"Correct," replied Pete snidely. "Just turn on your taps and hear the rude noise of progress."

	Davis was talking rapidly on the phone: "This is Davis. D'you have any photographers down there? Well, push 'em up here, fast." He hung up and turned to Mitchell. "Mitch, get on to the Glasgow office. I want a list of any similar sites in Scotland. You," turning to another reporter, "Manchester. Have 'em check all main towns north of Birmingham. Bill, have a go at the Ministries. You might surprise something out of them."      

	"If I do they'll surprise something out of me," grunted Maguire and went to his desk.

	Pete realised that he was the only one still standing without a task, as Davis turned to his phone again.

	"And what about us messenger boys?" His tone was offensively surly, "aren't we allowed to jump around a bit, too?" 

	Dave was surprised at Pete's tone.

	"You've jumped already, haven't you? You've probably brought in a hell of a beat."

	"But I'm not capable of writing it, eh?"

	"Look, why don't you . . ." he wearily broke off as the phone answered. "This is Davis, sir. Stenning's brought in a lead to something that could be big. . ."

	Pete lit a cigarette and dragged on it with a 'what-the-bloody-hell' air. He turned abruptly and made for his desk. He stopped suddenly as he heard Davis talking.

	"Well, it looks as if they're about to cut all running water. . . yes. . . sure. . . yes, but I'd like him to talk to you before he writes anything. Well, they seem to be putting up community showers in most of the parks. . ." He listened intently, then, "right, I'll send him in . . ." he covered the mouthpiece, "Pete, go and tell the Old Man. . ."

	A little abashed, Pete turned back to Davis's desk as the news editor assured the boss that the cameramen were on the job and that Manchester and Glasgow had been alerted.

	"Sorry, Dave," he said quietly.

	Dave grinned briefly and waved him along with a "get lost" gesture. "Sure, sir. . . I don't know if you want to try anyone. . . right, we'll have a go first."

	As Pete walked along the corridor to Jeff's room he felt a curious sense of exhilaration. It was almost the same kind of tense excitement that he'd known so often in his early days when about to tackle a job. Oh. yes, newspapermen get blase after a time, but mainly it's merely a veneer to cover the fact that every new story is a fresh challenge. For Pete, lately, the challenges had been less and less frequent. This could turn out a good yarn. Just for a moment he forgot the vile implications of it; why decent people should be exposed to the humiliation of public washing simply because of what seemed like a remote bang? He was immersed in the story itself, as a craftsman.

	The editor was busy on the phone and he briefly acknowledged Pete's entrance. "What about the hospitals? Well try them. If it's going to happen they must know about it; they'll have to make special arrangements. Right, and if anything comes up on the ticker let me know at once." He hung up and turned swiftly to Pete.

	"You actually saw these showers?"

	He replied: "About fifty of them at the Battersea hut." Jeff thought for a moment then added seriously: "Well, I wouldn't want you to write any guesses about something like this. There's enough panic as it is. . ."

	Miss Evans, the editor's secretary, hurried in. "I'm sorry, Mr. Jefferson, but Ron MacReady's calling from Moscow. It's very urgent and it's a bad line."

	"I'm surprised he got one at all." He spoke loudly into the phone: "Hullo. . . hullo. . . is that you, Ron? Yes. . . what?" Jeff looked exasperated. "I can't hear you. . ." he winced at the crackle, "Yes. . . I got that. . ."

	Jeff's face became graver and more set as he listened. He pulled a pad to the phone and started jotting down notes, he made no interruption, except the conventional mumbles necessary to convince MacReady that he'd not been cut off.

	Pete stood by trying not very successfully to hide his natural curiosity.

	"Yes," said Jeff, and his voice was flat and grey and withdrawn; "Yes, I got it. I only wish I didn't believe it. I expect you'd like to come home if anything's still flying. . . well, it's up to you---you may, if you wish. . ."

	He put the receiver down slowly, without even a conventional "Good-bye." He took off his glasses, pinched his eyes and looked vacantly into space. Stenning realised with a shock that he'd never seen Jeff looking like this, like a run-down machine. The Old Man had a top league repertoire of moods; affable, edgy, peremptory, convivial, impatient, obstinate, understanding. . . but always he was alert and on the ball, always he seemed in control of any particular emotion or situation. Not now, thought Pete, and he wondered what fresh diabolical sidelight on the pattern of human behaviour had been revealed by MacReady, sitting in the shadow of the Kremlin.

	"Shall I get on with it?" he asked briefly, seeking to ease a troubled atmosphere.

	As if sensing Pete's feeling, one almost akin to pity, Jeff pulled himself together with a jerk. The human race might be dedicated to the possibly praiseworthy aim of self-annihilation, but meanwhile there was work to be done. Those printing presses could take all the news, good, bad or, infrequently, indifferent.

	He didn't answer Stenning. Instead, he pushed back his spectacles, banged down the bottom set of keys on his inter-desk com and was greeted with a symphony of "Yes, sirs?"

	"Conference, fast!" He flicked the keys up again in one brisk movement and slammed the last button on the top row. 

	"Jacko?" No answer, and Jeff frowned.

	He depressed the rest of the keys on the top row: "Conference---now!" and returned to the first switch. "Jacko, where the hell are you?" 

	"Yes, sir?" asked Jacko. 

	"In here, and get a bloody move on." Jacko rose in a hurry. He shrugged; it was going to be one of those conferences and that was just exactly what he needed. Wouldn't a nice, quiet grocery shop with a sub-post-office in, say, Launceston, be a wonderful life?

	Jeff called Miss Evans: "Get the Guv'nor. I think he's at Cherkley---but wherever he is find him."

	Stenning looked at him uncomfortably and still a shade curiously and asked: "You want me to wait?"

	Jeff walked across to the window without answering. He stood there for a moment, let up the blind and looked at the sky. The sun thrashed savagely back at him, so that he removed his glasses and blinked almost owlishly. He spoke quietly over his shoulder.

	"You have a family, don't you?"

	"I have a kid---a son."

	"I'd get him into the country, if you can. I don't think the cities are going to be too pleasant." Pete was puzzled. He didn't think the cities were too damned pleasant at the moment; or the country for that matter.

	The conference was beginning to muster. Jacko was carrying his front page dummy. "I've brought the dummy if you want to. . ."

	"You can tear it up," snapped Jeff.

	Miss Evans signalled that she'd traced the Beaver. "On the direct line. . ." she whispered.

	Jeff grabbed the phone, mopping his brow. 

	"Good evening, sir. . . well, the Russians have just about topped everything. MacReady's been on from Moscow. They just called an International press conference. Their two top scientists were present and they say those bangs did more than just alter the tilt. There's also been an eleven degree shift in our orbit. . ."

	They could hear a querulous voice at the other end seeking some sort of sane explanation of this.

	". . . it means we're moving towards the sun. . ."

	The editorial staff looked at each other bemused. What the hell was all this about? Pete found himself almost wanting to laugh. There were world-famous boffins in laboratories all over the globe trying to find a short cut to the moon, before the world had even got its own house in order, and now suddenly the sun was gumming up the works. Crazy, man, crazy.

	He forced himself to listen to Jeff.

	". . . Well, sir, I can't see what they'd gain by making it up. . ." The point had briefly occurred to him. ". . . they say Western scientists have known this all along but were trying to work out something before they broke it. . ."  At the other end, the brilliant gnome-like little inspiration of the Express group was rapidly assessing the situation.

	"No," said Jeff, "it's not through on the agencies yet, but it's bound to be at any moment. . . no, of course not---that's how I was going to handle it. Yes, of course, I'll have it taped through to you."

	He hung up and there was an uneasy silence. Maguire rubbed his chin; Davis coughed; everyone was bursting with questions? So little time, even to think.

	Jeff broke the spell: "Anyone want a re-cap, or did you get it?"

	The group relaxed slightly. Time enough for inquests---grim word---later, but meanwhile there was an edition to shape, and fast.

	"We got the message," said Jacko, answering for the lot, "But," hesitantly, "what the hell do we do with it?" Technically, thought Jeff, that was no problem. "To start with you put it," he ordered, "in two lines of 220 point at least, across eight columns. . ." Even he mentally ducked at the effect that that sort of story was going to have on the unsuspecting populace in that black, irresistible type.

	It was Pete Stenning who first mouthed the thought that was nagging at them all. This new menace spelt danger, but what? Something inside him hammered for the verdict, good or bad, to be defined, loud and clear. Like an Express headline.

	"I'm not up on my sci-fi," hesitantly. "So we're orbiting to the sun. How many billion light years before we. . ."

	A troubled Maguire took over: "If it's true, I should say there's about four months."

	Bill Maguire could hardly have caused a greater sensation if, suddenly, he had pulled a flick-knife on his colleagues. There was a tense pause, minute but urgent. Then Sanderson said: "Four months? Before what?"

	Here Maguire had no problem. His timing might be wrong, but the end product was sure. He looked at Sandy and said slowly: "Before there's a delightful smell in the Universe of charcoaled Mankind." As he said it he realised he was tossing the remark away for an effect. What he was saying was true, but did he always have to think in headlines?

	Jeff wasn't laughing. "You really mean four months?" he asked sharply.

	Maguire nodded, adding reluctantly: "Well, based on the temperature increases of the past few weeks---yes."

	The appalling significance of Maguire's remark hit his colleagues sitting around Jeff's desk. Nobody would have nominated him as the greatest scientist in the world, but they had a healthy respect for a newspaperman who had specialised on a subject. By reading, talking with the right people, watching and applying sheer common sense Maguire had equipped himself better than any man around this desk to tell the great British public what might be ahead of them.

	And he repeated: "Four months." Mentally, he touched wood.

	"So that's the message, is it?" asked Sanderson, slowly.

	Maguire gave a "give-or-take-a-few-days-either-way" shrug.

	The chief sub replied slowly: "About another three hundred deadlines."

	But every man interpreted Maguire's clinical analysis his own way.

	Thought Maguire: "Not much time for my old missus to reap much benefit from those flowers she's planted."

	Thought Maxwell: "Not much more than twenty-four rounds of golf."

	Thought the picture editor: "Hell, and I've just paid a first mortgage on a house. Blast!"

	Thought Pete: "What a mess. . . what a filthy business. What about young Mike?"      

	Jacko, the night editor, jerked everyone back to the moment. He said, "Is that what we say in tomorrow's paper?"

	Briskly Jeff replied: "Tomorrow we report the news." He was on the wicket that he knew with a penetrating skill. "Don't overplay it---and don't play it down. Just facts, facts. . . facts. We'll leave the prophecy to the street corner cranks."

	Maguire said "Thanks," and grinned wryly. But he didn't mean it as a protest, simply a light hearted gag to relieve the obvious tension.

	Jeff ignored Maguire's crack. He'd hardly heard it, for he was busy on a proposition.

	How do you truthfully tell ordinary, happy-go-lucky people that, within a few weeks, they are liable to be annihilated? That is without scaring the pants off them?

	The job wasn't easier in view of the fact that any moment the sports editor, temporarily oblivious to the world problems, might drop in and demand a chunk of the front page because an Australian batsman had had a barney with the umpire.

	Jeff shook off this dismal feeling of everything pressing down on him, and got back to the job. He'd got a deadline tonight, not in four months time. That bridge could wait to be crossed.

	He turned quietly to Maguire and Sanderson. "Start arranging some interviews with top scientists. . . Cockcroft, Penney, any big shots who'll talk." He pondered a moment and had an idea: "Try a call to Haldane in Calcutta."

	The machine, which day after day never fails, despite the occasional wildcat strike, started to move.

	Jeff turned to Stenning. "Pete, get busy on the no water angle. All the things affected. . . electricity, power plants, sanitation. . ." He waved his hands vaguely. There were bound to be other angles cropping up. In an emergency there is always some crackpot who is not sure whether it is more urgent to wash her hands or give her goldfish one for the road. But Jeff had to make an exit line for his staff. "Everything, Pete, everything---even down to car radiators."

	Stenning nodded and moved off as Jeff said, appealingly: "And all of you. . .try and keep it optimistic. . . everything's going to be all right. . ." .

	He looked glum for a second. He patently didn't believe this piece of upbeat opportunism. "Yes. . . everything's going to be all right even if it isn't." The conference broke up abruptly. 

	Jeff sat back for a moment with a weary air. What nightmare was this that demanded a man to be quick, commanding, perspicacious and, above all, dead accurate on such urgent matters? And then, next night, to be just the same. The money was good but, oh the problem of just keeping three jumps ahead of the ulcers.

	While Jeff was briefly pondering why he hadn't become a market gardener in Hertfordshire Ronnie came in: "Sir," he said, looking at the news-tear in his hand as if it might be a personal message from Outer Space, "Sir, there is an agency flash. . ."

	"Yes, we've just had it," snapped the night editor.

	"In every possible way," added Pete Stenning, quietly, and they both edged Ronnie out of the office. For Jeff was phoning.

	"My home, please," he said. His voice was strained.

	Walking back to the news room Maguire and Stenning had to cope with a rather puzzled copy-boy. Ronnie had never experienced a moment when the editor hadn't shown any keen interest in an agency news-flash.

	"What's it all mean? he asked, "I was going on holiday next month. Do you think I ought to cancel it?" he asked anxiously, as Harold Macmillan might consult Lord Home, or vice-versa.      

	Pete Stenning grunted: "Only thing to cancel is your Life Insurance. Sell up and have an orgy."

	"Nice public-spirited advice," said Maguire softly.

	"Oh for God's sake," retorted Stenning. He was at breaking point, knew it and wondered, in self-disgust, why he was not coping. Jeannie? Could be.

	Young Ronnie was way out of his league but he pressed on regardless. He simply knew that it was bloody hot and that the routine of the office was disturbed.

	"Can't anything be done, Mr. Maguire?" he asked.

	The imperturbable Bill Maguire sized up the situation.

	"Yes, Ronnie," he said; "You can push off to the library for a start." He made the assignment sound as important as anything since the trial of the Holy Grail or the Spurs winning the double. Ronnie could not appreciate the extreme anxiety that Bill Maguire was feeling over this world crisis, "Bring me anything they've got on melting points."

	Maguire sensed that Ronnie hadn't the slightest idea of what he was discussing.

	"Melting points," he said quizzically, "the temperature at which everything from steel to my glass eye starts to melt." He'd started to say something different from glass eye but he realized that Ronnie was young and callow. Thank God something was uncorrupted in this tipsy world.

	Maguire and Stenning went back to their desks. They pawed at their sweat-stained shirts, rubbed their eyes wearily and shook themselves out of the lethargy of this unnatural heat. Stenning looked stonily at his typewriter as he slumped into his chair. He glanced around. People were still going through the active motions of working. Maguire was staring at some news slips and it was obvious that the news was not good.      

	Pete sat back and asked: "I suppose it couldn't be a mistake?"

	"It is," replied Bill Maguire morosely. "It's the daddy of all mistakes." That he knew for sure. The new, brave, modern world of science had misfired on a great bender, but what could he or any other little chap do about it?

	Pete looked round again. Routine phone calls; routine typing; routine everything and why? In a world where soon the written word would be unknown? There was even one reporter methodically typing his expenses. Had he included fire insurance? Pete thought bitterly, and his heart ached for young Michael, and Jeannie; not Daphne his ex-wife. When the boat's about to sink you realize how few people really matter.

	He shook himself out of his gloomy reverie and turned to Maguire. "Funny how when the chopper falls everyone just accepts it." He vaguely gestured at bewildered colleagues going through the work motions.

	Maguire shrugged. "What else can you do about the chopper if your neck's firmly under it?" He picked up a piece of paper from his desk and looked excited: "Feller in Leeds says he's found a method of extracting water from atmosphere." He tossed it away. "Oh, as you were---he's been certified." He groped in a drawer and found a half finished bottle of beer.

	Pete Stenning sat back and thought. What a crazy, offbeat world this was; he was concerned only with his kid's future. Nothing else really mattered; yet here he was engaged in trying to tell other people about something that he didn't fully understand himself.

	Pete shook his head, these thoughts were madness. "Jeff said to get the kid out of town. It might be easier in the country." 

	Maguire nodded. "It might. But I'd never get my old woman away from her garden. She's got about six pennorth of sweet peas there. . ." he chuckled, because he'd bought the damned packet, "she'll be out buying black market water for them!" He smiled hugely. Worlds might be falling apart, but he'd got his missus, she'd got her sweet peas and they'd got each other, so everything's alright. May at Harry's Bar? Well a flirtatious pass or two was alright, but May doesn't know about sweet peas. . .

	He passed the bottle to Pete: "Want a slug?"

	Stenning grimaced.

	"You're right," said Bill, draining the bottle, "it's not worth drinking." 

	This was all by-play. Both responsible newspapermen knew that the world was hurtling to doom. Not that day, not tomorrow but only an optimist would buy a season ticket for the Arsenal; they knew, horrifyingly, that they could do nothing about it, except write; but write what?

	"I know what I'd like to write," Pete said and there was an unpleasant, ugly roughness in his voice.

	"This is a family newspaper," cautioned Maguire. His nerves too were strained, but he was a wise, well-balanced man. He knew, as he sat there sweating, uncomfortable, miserable, that there could be worse to come. Bloody stupid, he thought. Here are heat and sunshine, pleasures that people spend money on every year to follow, yet they're sinister, unpredictable. The sun's been going along for a lot of years as a friendly leisure companion; now someone's got over-cocky in a laboratory and the sun can turn out to be the villain. "Ah, well. . ." and Maguire shook his bottle of beer with a hope that there might be some slight final froth.

	Pete Stenning was working himself up into one of his moods. He was practically savaging his typewriter as he spat at Bill: "Hell, we're all so bloody clever at outsmarting nature. Anything you can split I can split better."

	It was a crass remark because a more relaxed Pete Stenning would have admitted sheepishly that he didn't know what was going on any more than anybody else, but he was worried and angry enough to be over-decisive.

	It was Bill Maguire, once again, who tried to cool down this edgy young man.

	Outside the world was in a sticky, sun-baked mess; it was teetering on the ridge of an unbelievable disaster. Dried, parched rivers and canals, shortage of food, dying cattle, sickness, possible destruction. Bill Maguire smiled involuntarily. For with all this going on---and it could be a great warning to everybody---oddly he still found himself much more concerned with the human problem of a friend---Pete Stenning.

	"Know what I'd do if I were you?" he asked nonchalantly, "There's some special data waiting for you in the library. Half an hour ago I brought her."

	Pete stiffened like a sulky schoolboy, "Thanks," he said stubbornly, "in that case we'll skip the library."

	They looked at each other like stubborn idiots. There was that moment of mental struggle, with two adults refusing to give an inch. There was Bill Maguire wanting, desperately, to help, and Pete Stenning, prickly, proud and, of course, completely in the wrong. Maguire won. Pete dragged on his cigarette and then said, unsurely: "Well, I need some data, anyway."

	"We all need whatever we can get," replied Maguire, and even as he said it he didn't realize that he had made the most ambiguous remark of this or any year. Pete rose from his desk, nodded uncertainly and walked out of the news room.

	Down in the library young Ronnie, forever alert on an assignment, was giving Jeannie a swift once-over-lightly tour of the library. What a splendid way of spending half an hour.

	Here he was with a pretty, pleasant young woman (and he knew that they weren't built like this at Tottenham Palais) and also being an authority on the workings of his newspaper.

	"You see?" he asked excitedly, waving at the files. She didn't. Jeannie was wondering whether she was going to find this strange world a little too complicated after the formality of the Met. Office.

	But Ronnie bubbled on eagerly: "You see, they're all cross-filed. You have to remember what names are connected with what subjects and vice versa. Any time you want any help. . ." he was saying lavishly, when he suddenly felt that he'd lost his audience.

	 Jeannie was looking way past him at the door; and there stood Pete, looking at her with hunger and admiration.

	"Oh. . . er. . . just getting Mr. Maguire's stuff," Ronnie mumbled to Stenning; but neither Pete nor Jeannie heard him and he tactfully shuffled out of the library.

	"Yes?" asked Jeannie, and sadness, embarrassment, hauteur and pleading were all wrapped up in her tiny whisper.

	"I need some. . . some. . ." Pete gulped, "I need you, Jeannie." There, it was out now with all its implications.

	"I need you, too, Pete," she replied softly.

	There was a sudden flood of relief as they merged into each other's arms. Misunderstanding was shed like a raincoat after a thunderstorm. Pete's hands lightly caressed the nape of her neck. They looked affectionately into each other's eyes as their lips met passionately.

	From the back of the files walked the librarian, smiling cheerfully. "I knew we wouldn't be lonely with Miss Jeannie in the department. But it is very quick!" He chuckled, enjoying his own tiny joke.

	Pete smiled at Jeannie: "You see, they don't miss a trick on this paper!" He turned to the librarian and said with mock solemnity: "You can file this, because it's official," and turned once again to Jeannie's eager lips. The librarian smiled as he passed them. Maybe a newspaper library is not the most romantic place to learn you are in love, he thought, but then the world's behaving very strangely at the moment and one can't pick and choose.

	There seemed to be no complaints from Jeannie and Pete as, yet again, they clinched.

	 


 

	NINE

	Day after day the crisis grew more vital, pushing all other news into insignificance. No longer could it be hidden that the world was quickly moving to a rather horrifying extinction.

	Yet there was no monumental evidence. Just little things. Jaded bodies, frayed tempers, a realisation that one had always neglected to do certain things, like writing to that old chum in Tasmania or walking in the cool of a summer dawn or writing a play or making a will, a sudden passionate desire to start life all over again.

	Above all, the crisis meant that much neglected, taken-for-granted commodity, water, was big news; or rather, the lack of it. Jeff was playing this up big, for not only was it urgent but also it had all the ingredients of the human story.

	A shortage of scotch could irritate a lot of people. But a shortage of water---that was really bringing the crisis into perspective. This was making the drama personal.

	One of the Express reporters came back to his desk and, sweatily, punched out his story.

	"I have just come back from Hyde Park and the sight is the most sickening that I can remember since those early war days when London evacuated its kids," he wrote.

	"I was standing next to a huge water tanker bearing a stark notice: 'water is life---save it'. I watched a long, depressed line of hot, perspiring people shuffling along in a bewildered queue.

	"Dejectedly they moved towards a barrier and a table at which sat Water Ration officials, stamping official forms.

	"I saw an old woman collapse in a dead faint as she waited her turn for water for washing. The heat was worse than I have ever known, and I served with the Desert Rats. I saw her crumple, moan croakily and flake completely out and I helped to carry her to the comparative coolness of the shade of a second water tanker.

	"I walked past a notice board which read: 'Hyde Park, No. 6 Communal Washing Centre, 8.00 a.m.-11.00 a.m., 4.00 p.m.-7.00 p.m.' Hyde Park was a parched, arid waste with stunted trees, shrivelled grass, sizzling railings, dead birds.

	"And, as I signalled a taxi, a voice over the public address system was demanding attention: 'There will be an emergency announcement of national importance by the Prime Minister at nine o'clock tonight. . . stand by. . . and please pass on this announcement. . ."

	The reporter called for a copy boy and handed him his stuff. Then, too late, he remembered that all he had been asked for was an unemotional factual paragraph and that, anyway, the announcement of the Prime Minister's speech at nine o'clock that evening was about as much use to a morning paper as a Christmas card sent the following Easter. 

	But he didn't care, any more. He was bewildered, tired, saturated with heat, and, above all, scared.

	Pete Stenning was making his way to the entrance of Battersea Park. He had a date with his son. The scene was very much like that at Hyde Park. Again that sinister warning: "water is life---save it". Again the wash sheds, the water tanks, the purifiers and a similar near-panic-stricken queue waiting for a chance to wash.

	Pete watched as four frowsy, jazzed-up beatniks, three boys and a girl, defiantly produced water containers.

	One of the Water Ration officials looked sharply at them: "You can't take those in. Leave them here."

	"Look, I want to save half my shower, see?" argued one of the arrogant youngsters. The perspiring, weary, woman official replied automatically: "You can't take water from here. This is a washing centre. Forms, please. . ."

	The youths were in an ugly mood. Said one of them: "I don't dig you, doll. Look we're all entitled to so much water. . ."

	"Yes, for washing," she replied patiently. "Leave those containers here."

	"So," said one of the others, "who says if it goes over us, or in us?" The queuing crowd was losing its temper, fast. "Move on," one snapped. "Kick 'em out," shouted another.

	One of the beatniks shook his shaggy head and tried to bluster. He turned on the man behind him: "Just play it cool, man. You read about all these gits dropping dead from overheat?"

	Stenning stood for a second wondering whether the situation would blow up. Could be a story, but far more likely it would simmer and fade, and he was right. A harassed, shirt-sleeved policeman walked up to the group and wound up the proceedings. "Either leave them,"---and he nodded at the containers---"or else come out of the line," he ordered.

	The beatnik eyed him narrowly. He knew he was beaten, but had a compulsive urge to make one defiant stand. "Forcing people to waste water, that's what you're doing," he snarled. 

	"Any water used over you lot wouldn't be wasted," the constable replied. "Now, come on, break it up." He bundled the scruffy bunch out of the queue and Pete smiled. The copper hadn't even noticed that he had made a smart remark, but somehow the London policeman always managed to gain his point, hence the popularity of "Dixon of Dock Green" on the TV.

	Pete moved on. Thank God another "crisis" had been averted but, as he stood by the Guinness clock, he had his own problem. He looked anxiously at his watch, they were late. Suddenly, a station wagon drove up. It was laden with luggage, jerrycans on the roof and all the evidence of a sudden enforced evacuation. He cursed under his breath. How crazy could life get? This car looked as if it might be fleeing from East Berlin to West Berlin, yet all that had happened was that some character had pressed a nuclear button and upset the world's most dangerous and subtle enemy, nature.

	Out of the car jetted a small boy. Michael. "Daddy, they said you wouldn't be here," shrieked the child as he rushed into his father's arms.

	"Never missed, have I?" he asked gruffly. Jesus, what this little bunch of energy meant to him.

	Michael babbled on: "Because we're driving away now, into the country. I wanted to say goodbye to the Ghost Train." 

	Gently Pete lowered his son to the ground.

	"I'm afraid there isn't time, Mike. Anyway, it's all closed up."

	The kid looked at him, puzzled: "Will it be open again sometime?" In his personal agony, Pete was near to tears. He smiled crookedly: "Maybe, sometime."

	Young Mike broke the edginess: "Mummy's here. Come and see Mummy," and dragged him towards the car. "You can come with us, Daddy; make Daddy come with us, Mummy."

	Pete looked at the slight, unhappy woman who alighted from the car. He felt awkward, but nothing more. This was the woman with whom he'd shared both happiness and misery. This was the woman who had given him this alert chip of a son? Had they ever really known each other? What had gone wrong? Why did he have no real feeling for her any more, at least not the same feeling as he had for Jeannie? Supposing that was just a passing whim. He went slightly cold. . .

	"Hullo, Pete," said Daphne. She was quiet, subdued and in full possession of herself. Perhaps she never quite knew what had gone wrong, but women have a greater instinct about that sort of thing. At least she knew her rival---Fleet Street.

	He greeted Daphne quietly.

	Mike was tugging at his sleeve, and shouting eagerly: "Mummy, why can't Daddy come with us?"

	Pete laughed wryly and said to him: "Because someone's got to stay and report it when they open the Ghost Train. We'd want to know that, wouldn't we?" Mike nodded.

	Pete and Daphne were sparring slightly through a tricky situation which neither had sought but could not avoid.

	"Are you staying in London?" asked Daphne.

	Pete shrugged and threw away his line. "The paper goes on for ever." She nodded. That had probably been the real trouble between them. . . and yet there were quite a lot of happy Fleet Street marriages. More likely she and Pete had never been suited. Her husband was getting out of the car and there seemed little point in pursuing that hoary old theory.

	"When will I see you again?" asked young Mike.

	"Quite soon. I'll come out and visit you." He embraced him, tapped him affectionately on his behind and said: "Now, off you go."

	Daphne looked back at Pete, briefly. There was a whole continent of regret in their eyes as they looked at each other. Daphne's husband joined them and said: "We'd better go, Daphne."

	Pete said goodbye and pointed at the jerrycans. "You got water in those?. I'd keep to the main roads, the water gangs have been pretty busy."

	"I won't take any chances." He held out his hand and Pete looked at it for the briefest moment before clasping it. "Good luck, Pete. It all seems pretty ridiculous now, doesn't it?"

	With the world approaching chaos, everybody's plans flung sky high, and perdition just round the corner for the "civilised" world, these tiny human problems that once seemed so urgent, now do seem trivial, agreed Pete.

	He smiled awkwardly. "Yes, pretty ridiculous. Look after the kid." He turned away and was very near to tears.

	"See you, Pete," said the other man, awkwardly, and drove off.

	"Maybe," murmured Pete and waved at the departing car, as a fire-bell clanged and over the P.A. boomed a voice: "Attention, please. . . attention, please."

	 

	Nine o'clock that night.

	Big Ben was booming, and shirt-sleeved, grave-faced citizens stood motionless in Westminster Bridge Road gazing up at the loudspeakers suspended from the clock tower, straining their ears at the static crackling from them. In Trafalgar Square, in Piccadilly Circus, in Hyde Park. . . sweating London stood waiting to hear the verdict.

	In the Daily Express newsroom an engineer was patiently trying to cut out the static from a large radio unit. He fingered the dials, adjusting them with an expert touch, but getting little result.

	Round the set were huddled most of the editorial staff, headed by a worried, impatient Jeff. Dimly a voice could be heard competing vainly with the irritating crackle. "For God's sake try and get it clearer," he demanded insistently.

	The engineer shrugged phlegmatically. "Nothing much I can do, sir. We're using every known cut-out, but. . ." he shrugged again, this time apologetically.

	Jeff shrugged himself, and said resignedly: "We'll have to wait for the agencies release copy." He knew the stuff would be there okay but it was maddening not to get it first hand when everything was laid on.

	The night editor turned to Ronnie. "Hop over to P.A. and wait for it. . ." He paused. Ronnie was standing there, swaying slightly and sweat was pouring greasily from his face. "Well, go on. . ." he urged uncertainly.

	Suddenly, breaking through the irritating static barrier could be heard the Prime Minister's voice. Faintly, but enough for Jeff to pull the engineer's hand away from the knobs as he said, decisively: "Leave it . .

	Thinly they could hear the Prime Minister's dry, precise voice: ". . . senseless to minimise the gravity of our situation or to deny the danger of the course decided upon. . ."

	The editor clicked his fingers in frustration as once again the statesman's voice was blurred with the infernal crackle. Everybody strained to hear what could be fateful words. Physically, they were drained with the heat and stress of the past weeks. Even at nine o'clock at night the heat was seeping through the widows like a mid-summer day's madness. Mentally, they were exhausted but still alert to grab some possible clue from the Prime Minister's speech that would slant a front-page explanation of the potential horror that hung clammily over their heads. And, what the hell, at such a moment you had to get static and fading . . .

	"Keep it quiet," rapped the editor, as a dull thud pierced the unreal tension of the room.

	His face sombre with concentration the editor didn't even turn round or, kindly bloke that he was, he would have realised that young Ronnie had suddenly teetered over and collapsed.

	Two men were startled into action and hurried to pick him up. "On the desk," said one of them as they lifted the crumpled, ashen-faced youth. Again the static faded, and even they relaxed and suddenly ignored Ronnie's inert body as they eagerly listened to the Prime Minister's voice.

	His voice, at that moment, was clearer than his message. He was merely assuring everybody that the decision had been taken jointly by all Governments and Heads of State throughout the globe, acting in complete accord. . .

	A frustrated Jeff, trying desperately hard that night to edit a great newspaper, bit his lips in vexation. The decision had been taken. Good. But what is the bloody decision? You can't lead a front page on such a story with a remark like that. Mentally, he blasted the radio-set and everything and everybody that conspired to prevent a newspaperman's swift decision becoming even faster.

	"So they've all come together on a decision," remarked Bill Maguire. "Bravo! It's only taken five hundred thousand years." It wasn't quite a sneer. It was just a jaded remark from a man who stood fairly levelly on both feet when he pondered problems, and it seemed to him that Heads of State whilst not being denigrated must not necessarily be put up on plastic pedestals. Too often they talked sense, but too late.

	Bill Maguire, no more than anybody else, could analyse the full A.B.C. of this present world-crazy scare. He could only guess. But, he thought, surely if the higher-ups were tampering with unknown experiments like throwing the world off its rear on to its elbow by blowing up super rockets there should be some gaffer around who could provide the answers. And, after all, that's all the Express team was seeking. The answers.

	Meanwhile, they were asking questions and seeking answers about young Ronnie. He was deathly white and shuddering in slight, but ever-increasing spasms.

	The foreign editor looked at him, alarmed: "What's the matter with his tongue---it's all swollen." Jeff's mind was still on the radio and the P.M.'s speech but, automatically, he made a decision: "All right, get a doctor."

	Then he turned to the radio, but it was exasperating. The Prime Minister was droning on to the obvious effect that the situation was drastic and so drastic actions were needed. "Of course," echoed Jeff. "But what actions are you going to take?"

	The doctor was carefully tending young Ronnie. One or two furtively hung around to see what the verdict was but most of those in the room blatantly turned to the radio. The next few words might well affect a million Ronnies.

	Said the Prime Minister: "Scientists are unanimous that we must now attempt to change, or at least check the movement towards the sun. . ." static bubbled up and subsided.

	The crowds stood in public places and sat in their own homes listening to these well-meaning but singularly uninformative words. 

	They were bewildered, apprehensive and slightly resentful. Somehow, somewhere, someone had thrown a misguided spanner into the works and how was the damage going to be repaired? The torture of almost unbearable heat, drought, near-plague, sickness and mostly the uncertainty of not knowing what was going to happen? For once, the saloon-bar pundit was up against it. For once, he hadn't a theory and, even if he had, no one was interested. This was a problem that couldn't be answered by a theory. It had to be superbly projected into fact.

	Everybody, urgently wanted facts.

	Through the slightly clearing static came at least one bewildering but concise fact. The Prime Minister had said: ". . . the movement towards the sun must be checked."

	Joe Public looked puzzled at each other. Of course, everybody realised that. But then came the sobering decision: ". . . and so, four thermo-nuclear bombs, the largest ever devised, will be detonated simultaneously one hundred miles apart in the wastes of Siberia. . . to this end they have been working with all possible speed before conditions of heat make the assembly uncontrollable. . ."

	"He sounds so worried," muttered one dear old lady listening in Trafalgar Square. She looked up at her husband, who merely grunted: "Damned Tories fixed the whole ruddy thing, of course." His faded little wife clucked doubtfully as if to say that she was sure he was right, but it wasn't a very polite thing to say while the Prime Minister was talking.

	One man said to a stranger: "Going to blow up more blasted bombs. It was bombs that started all this." The stranger looked round aggressively, but wisely decided that he hadn't any real complaint about that remark. So he said, listlessly: "Well it's too ruddy steaming hot for me, anyway," and he drifted dejectedly away in search of a snug, who-the-hell-cares-till-it-happens bar.

	Pete, hailing a taxi near Trafalgar Square, grinned sardonically as a horse-drawn dray moved slowly through the crowd. Religious slogans were plastered across it, with the inevitable "PREPARE TO MEET THY DOOM" predominating. A wild-eyed, long haired man with a megaphone was standing in the cart.

	His voice cut clean across that of the Prime Minister's and the static as he intoned through his megaphone: "Repent! Repent before it is too late. For unless you repent and flee before the wrath of the Lord there is no hope. There is no hope but with Him. Come to Him. . ."

	As the panting horse dragged its load across the boiling tar-rutted roadway Pete reflected: What a whale of a time this little mess is giving the God-botherers. Funny how so many people only turn to Him when they're really up against it. Pete had long ago decided that he was not a religious mar but he somehow felt that it was such damned bad manners just to use God as a convenience or, in this case, he thought caustically, as fire-insurance. He turned to the driver and said: "P.A., Fleet Street, please."

	In the newsroom the Express team were still huddled round the set with Jeff getting more and more exasperated as the Prime Minister's voice rose and faded alternately.

	". . . no one, and I repeat, no one can tell us exactly what this massive explosion will effect. . . one thing is certain, however, without it we are a doomed planet. With it we can only place ourselves in the hands of the Almighty. . ."

	Pete Stenning heard these words as he came into the newsroom and grinned wryly. Another one at it, he thought. Fundamentally, there wasn't much difference between the man with the megaphone and the man on the air. Both puzzled, a little frightened and instinctively turning to their Creator in this grim time.

	"You just missed the good news," said the night editor, turning off the crackling, almost incomprehensible voice.

	"I heard it at the P.A.," replied Pete briefly. "Here's the whole speech. It's the official release of the great man's utterings." He flung a bunch of mimeographed papers on to the night editor's desk.

	"When's the big bang?" he asked, picking up the papers.

	"Wednesday. At eleven a.m. Got to have their tea break first, you know."

	"I don't think that's very humorous," said Maguire quietly.

	"Don't you?" retorted Pete, "well, try this for a laugh. There's five cases of typhus reported in North London, and they're expecting more."

	"Typhus?" asked the editor incredulously.

	Pete nodded grimly: "From black market water mostly. Four quid a gallon---and no extra charge for a spot of typhus." His voice was bitter and disgusted.

	 He moved towards his desk and for the first time saw the doctor attending Ronnie. "What happened, kid?" he asked. Shocked at the youngster's bloated, tortured face, he was about to bend over him when the doctor pulled him peremptorily away.

	"Don't touch him---any of you," he snapped. "Keep away. Where does he live?"

	"Live?" replied Pete slowly, "I don't know. . . er. . . North London or somewhere."

	"That's what I thought." He turned to the man nearest to him: "Call Emergency---get an ambulance, quick."

	North London. The full implication slowly dawned on the grave-faced group. It was Pete who quietly put their feelings into words: "Poor little bastard. This is all we needed," and he closed his eyes. The doctor took immediate charge. He turned to the editor: "You'll have to see your staff's inoculated before any one leaves. . ."

	"Of course," replied Jeff mechanically. His brain suddenly was a blur. Ordinary crises were professional meat and drink to him, but this one was out of hand. Floods, typhoons, fogs, fire, and now pestilence. What else was left, he asked himself grimly. Well that was an easy one to answer and for a fleeting moment he felt that the blotting out of mankind was perhaps the ideal solution. He shook himself. There was a paper to get out and he walked towards his office after a few whispered instructions to the night editor.

	Pete fed some paper into the hot roller of his machine.

	"So at least we have a choice now. Typhus or leukaemia." The foreign editor moved over to Maguire.

	"What do you think, Bill? About the bombs, I mean." Stenning smiled mirthlessly and started to pound at his stiff, oily machine with the keys sticking monotonously every few letters.

	But Bill Maguire didn't smile. He said, "You heard the Premier. No one---not even Bill Maguire---can answer that."

	"And if it doesn't work?"

	Pete looked up as he unstuck his keys again.

	"Evacuation by space ship. All aboard for the Moon. You want the best dead planets---we have 'em," he orated, with an extravagant flourish. He turned to his machine again.

	Bill groped in his desk and pulled out a half-bottle of scotch. He offered it to Reynolds: "Want a slug, Gerry?"

	"At least," replied Reynolds and took a healthy, appreciative gulp. Bill was watching Pete as he typed away urgently and as fast as his heat-rotten machine permitted.

	"If that's your last will and testament, don't forget to leave me my car. . ." he cracked.

	Without pausing Stenning said: "I'm castrating the polluted water peddlers. Give us Martial Law and we'll shoot the bastards. That's the general angle, though in rather politer language, of course."

	'And to think I spent twelve quid on a new water-circulator that I haven't even seen," sighed Maguire. Reynolds handed him back the bottle. "How about a tot?" Bill asked Pete.

	Pete shook his head: "I'm off it."

	"So I've noticed," replied Maguire with a wink at Reynolds. "Beautiful thing to watch a woman reform a man. It only needed the earth to catch fire! "

	Pete smiled good-naturedly, tapped the final words of his story, and pulling the sheets from the machine, he read through them with a quick, practised eye, making a couple of swift corrections as he said: "Glad you approve. Now, if you've exhausted your repertoire of amusing quips and gay badinage I'll collect the other half of the Reform Movement."

	"She's gone," said Maguire.

	Pete looked up sharply and echoed: "Gone?"

	"Yes. She's taken an early night. She told me she'd saved enough water for a bath and was going to have it before you made it into coffee."

	Pete smiled: "May I use the car?"

	Maguire shrugged: "Why not? I've forgotten how to drive it."

	Pete nodded gratefully and waved as he walked across the newsroom. There was the usual thick pall of tobacco smoke. Reporters were tapping at their typewriters, subeditors were cutting the reporters---through their copy---down to size. Phones were jangling. . . nobody on the Express exchange was thrown whether the call was for New Cross, Newcastle or New York, Cardiff, Caracas or Covent Garden. . . and it could well be all six, simultaneously.

	All the ingredients that made this room such an exhilarating spot were there, all the pattern was there. Yet Pete sensed that something was wrong. He paused as Ronnie was carried out on a stretcher by two ambulance drivers. That was it, of course, the shadow of young Ronnie.

	Pete remembered one of the daily bulletins that had impressed him: "At whom should the Express be aimed? The Express should be aimed at the young and ambitious in every walk of life." Well, there couldn't have been a younger and more ambitious youth than Ronnie and it made Pete sick in his stomach to realize that though the Express was aimed at Ronnie and his like, Ronnie might not even be alive to read tomorrow's paper. It all seemed a horrible waste. 

	He threw aside his black mood. Trying to keep cool physically was sufficient problem without whipping up a mental lather. He threw his copy on the night editor's desk: "Here you are, Jacko. Read all about it. Carve what you want, I'm going home."

	"Home?" asked Jacko, as though it were a dirty word. If you worked for the Express "home" was just a place you visited in order to change your shirt before starting a fresh stint on the paper. That, of course, is if you were a keen newspaperman. If you weren't keen, of course, the Express made it quickly possible for you to spend all day and night at home.

	But tonight Pete wasn't deterred. "Yes, home," he repeated, "I've done enough work for one lifetime."

	"But you have to be injected," objected Jacko.

	"What against?" jeered Pete, "the end of the world?" Outside he stood and sniffed, trying to find just one whiff of air in the stifling atmosphere. He figured that he might as well slip over and have a quick one or two at Harry's Bar and live it up a little with May and Harry. But he looked at his watch and changed his mind. The couple would become six and he'd very likely be caught up with the usual bunch.

	No, suddenly, he had an exciting desire to go at once to Jeannie. For the first time, in a long, cynical while, going "home" meant something vital and tingling.

	No, there'd be no Harry's Bar tonight. By now Jeannie might well be just finishing her bath and he was slightly ashamed to realise how that thought stimulated his desire to see her again and hold her close.

	He turned to Bill Maguire's trusty yellow car and drove through a London that was unbearably sultry, listless and, to make matters worse, tending to fog. Pete started the car and headed to Blackfriars and the Embankment. As he drove, he reflected that the old city was taking quite a caning. At least after the war the ravaged bombed areas and gaping holes were honourable battle-scars.

	But this. . .

	Pete looked at the scorched woodwork, the peeling advertisements, blistered paint, rutted roads. He smelt the air of hopeless, heat-seared decay that hung oppressively over London and all his instincts vomited.

	Why? What for? Who caused it? Why should a multitude of peace-loving citizens suddenly find themselves on the precipice of some unknown disaster? He suddenly concentrated and skilfully edged past a mini-cab. He'd certainly be lined up with the rest of the human race when the bombs had their crazy fiesta on Wednesday but there was no sense in precipitating the high jump, by a crash now.      

	Pete, from then on, drove very slowly and very carefully till he reached a police barrier, not far from Jeannie's flat in Embankment Terrace.

	What little trickling traffic there was, was being diverted down a nearby, smaller road. Pete drove up to the barrier and a policeman approached and said, courteously "Keep moving, please. . . down to the Embankment. The road's closed." 

	"Can I get back on it the other end?"

	"Not tonight, sir," replied the constable, "this district's out of bounds."      

	Something caught sharply at Pete's heart. "For medical reasons?" he asked and produced his press card.

	"No. There's some teenage mob kicking it up. They've lit a few fires, and done a bit of looting." He examined Pete's card and then asked where he was going.

	Pete explained that he wanted Embankment Terrace and the policeman nodded and called to the barrier guard: "Okay, let this one through." Pete nodded his thanks as the barrier was raised.

	The policeman walked by the car as Pete swung it round into position. "If you meet any of them, just keep driving, sir. Most of them are either drunk or drugged."

	Pete shrugged: "Sounds a great party."

	"I'd keep clear of Chelsea," added the policeman expansively. "It's a bit rough down there."

	"It always was, wasn't it?" smiled Pete and drove into the darkness of the lampless street, as the barrier started to come down.

	As Pete turned his car into the street where Jeannie's block of flats stood he felt a sudden acute pang of anxiety at what he saw. What had the policeman said? "Some teenage mobs kicking it up." He could say that again! This lot looked in ugly mood as, inflamed with a wild hysteria, they flashed torchlights and screaming, pranced madly around the street.

	A dozen beatniks, stripped to the waist, were dragging a smart drophead car along the street. They were shrieking like a bunch of gibbering, half-crazy monkeys. Pete looked at them with nausea and disgust. It wasn't just their offbeat clothes and their general air of frowsy, insanitary offensiveness. It was. . . Pete shuddered. There was something obscene about them. 

	Here were juvenile delinquents, many of whom had intelligence, but who, deliberately, were setting themselves up as judge and jury of any conventional mode of behaviour.

	It was easy, thought Pete, to dismiss them as harmless kids. But were they? When does high spirits become excessive? And when do excessive high spirits become criminal?

	In the open car was a whipped-up band. Guitar players, a drummer, a fanatic on a trumpet. Next to the driver's seat a teenage scat singer was belting out. The instrumentalists writhed and jumped as their heady music slashed through the calm of the night. The car was surrounded by a gang of frenzied boys and girls dancing, singing and screaming.

	Pete felt a little sick. At the right time and in the right setting this could have been funny, even exhilarating. In fancy dress in some carnival procession in Spain or Corsica the extravagant scene would have been a wonderful sequence.

	But this was London, now. The world was on the brink of a precipice over which, within a few paltry hours, it might hurtle to its doom. These kids were not part of an exciting carnival. This was a defiant orgy, sinister in its undertones. Pete wished he could stop thinking of race riots. He wished, above all, that he did not have the thought of the Ku Klux Klan nagging at his tired, depressed brain; but this seemed to possess many of the elements of what he had ever read about that vicious, terrifying cult.

	He was watching a lynching party in embryo. Pete shook himself and urged himself not to think such nonsense. Just a bunch of kids who have gone slightly haywire; who could blame them in the circumstances?

	But he knew he was only kidding himself; this was a primitive outburst, inspired by fear, hysteria, and bravado, which could end in tragedy.

	Pete told himself that it was no good trying to read any rhyme or reason into what he saw. Useless to sit at the wheel philosophising and asking himself why these kids should suddenly have gone off the handle.

	He had an urgent desire to be with Jeannie. The oddly clad, screaming youngsters were surrounding his car as they danced and sang. He sounded his horn and tried to edge his car through the mob. A beatnik in dark glasses hung on to the car and thrust his head through the open window.

	"Cut that out, man," the beatnik said, with a shrill, nasal twang.

	"Get lost, man," replied Pete, and once again he sounded his horn and tried to accelerate, as round him inflamed youngsters were collapsing from sheer exhaustion as others whipped themselves into frenetic energy, tossing bottles and bricks through windows. "Where the hell are the police?" Pete asked himself in irritation. A hose turned on this shower would soon cool them down. He checked himself. That wouldn't be a very patriotic move at this stage and, anyway, a few kids having a rough ball was not such an urgent problem as some of the others facing the much-pressed police at this time.

	Once again Pete pressed his horn and inched his way through the crowd.

	The persistent nagging song reached a climax. The dark-glassed beatnik dragged Pete's hand away from the steering wheel.

	"Cut that right out, fella."

	Pete was fast losing his temper. He swore under his breath as the hysterical mob surrounded his car. Another beatnik, waving a hypodermic syringe which was probably a "Do-It-Yourself" kit as far as he was concerned, hung on to the other side of the car.

	"Where do you think you're going, fella?" he asked insolently. Pete ignored him and drove on slowly, but insistently. This was beginning to feel macabre. Several of the young savages leaped on his car, clawing at the roof.

	Pete could hear a mingled hysteria of voices bawling and whining at him.

	"What about this then?" "Trying to wreck our party. . ." "Who is this creep?" "He's minus, definitely minus. . ."

	All the cliches of the beatnik's crazy jargon were being trotted out as more and more of them surrounded Pete's car. Here, at last, was something positive to which they could direct their spleen, instead of just whooping it up indiscriminately.

	Pete felt himself caught up in a mob of hatred which was horrifying in its effect on him, and he was as afraid as he had ever been during the war.

	His car door was roughly yanked open and a dozen hands pulled him out of the car, to an accompaniment of jeers, taunts and screams. He lashed out with both fists and feet and managed to fling off some of the youths, but a shouting drunken girl, her dirty red claws snatching at his shirt, hung on to him, moaning.

	As Pete swayed in the gutter, vainly trying to disengage himself from the hysterical girl, the mob turned over his car, cheering wildly. Pete finally tore the clinging girl from him and she fell, giggling and moaning, into the road. The orchestra was still beating out the 'water song' which was clearly becoming an essential part of this defiant exhibition. He ran towards the entrance of the flats and two beatniks rushed out, screaming madly, and carrying pails and cans of water.

	Pete saw them throw the water over each other, and the orchestra. A lank, dank girl, soaked so that her sweater and jeans clung to her thin, unattractive body like a sheath, ran after them croaking like some idiot raven.

	Pete brushed impatiently past them and into the hall. He stopped abruptly in his tracks. By the wavering light of a few oil lamps he saw that the place was a shambles, deliberately wrecked. The walls and carpeting were soaked. Cans, pails, jugs, vases---any kind of water receptacle, some full, some empty---were scattered around the hall.

	Grotesquely dressed beatniks were shrieking and dowsing each other with water. It was a fierce gesture of young rebels without a cause, who, at last, thought they had one. Maybe they had, Pete thought.

	The commissionaire was not to be seen. "What the hell are you doing?" Pete asked angrily.

	One of the youngsters replied insolently: "We're making a great clean end, man, a real, cool finish." He emptied a bucket of water over a couple necking on the floor by the open lift. The ducking did not quench their ardour. Legs intertwined, lips exploring the other, the wretched little poseurs were oblivious to everything but their present physical need.

	Pete ran up the stairs, eagerly at first, but the heat slowed him down so that by the second landing he was down to a snail's pace and puffing. He pushed past four beatniks, hanging round the open door of the lift. One of them emptied a full pail of water down the shaft and shrieked with delight. The one who caught the lot spluttered, dodged the pail, grinned a real gone grin and plunged up the stairs bent on some crackpot revenge. Pete got his second wind and pressed on. But he was breathless and sweating as he reached Jeannie's floor. He noticed that the lift gates were open. He saw a young couple completely, irrevocably drunk, lying in a coma outside Jeannie's door. 

	He stiffened as he realised that the door was open and he heard a burst of laughter from inside her flat.

	Pete ran in, and found the place looking as if it had been visited by a herd of wild hippopotami. A few candles were burning and one tiny oil lamp showed up the shabby scene of broken furniture and soaked walls and carpets.

	As Pete stood for a moment, bewildered, a nineteen year old, unkempt, with filthy finger nails and wearing a soiled leotard came out of the kitchen carrying a pail of water which slopped as she walked. She went towards the bathroom and said viciously: "I want to throw this lot at her, the stinking little cow."

	In the bathroom three youths and another girl were bending over the bath. One of them, a sallow youth with dark glasses, stripped to the waist, turned round and said sneeringly: "But this is what you were saving up for wasn't it, darling?" They quarrelled as to who should have the pail.

	Pete picked up a piece of broken chair and strode into the bathroom. They turned round, as hoarse with rage, he shouted: "That's enough of that---out!" For a red, blazing moment he knew what it was to kill.

	As the beatniks swung around, scared, they parted to reveal Jeannie in the bath. She was sobbing, her head down, her arms vainly trying to cover her breasts from the leering gaze of the louts. At the sound of Pete's voice she raised her head and her face was drawn.

	"Pete. . ." she sobbed.

	One of the beatniks swung back to the bath and sneered: "Well, beautiful, is he your daddy-oh, darling?" Pete wanted to smash his fist into the moronic features. Instead he grabbed him by the shirt and dragged him out of the bathroom. 

	A brawl began in the bedroom. Pete hit the youth and sent him sprawling untidily across the bed. The others surged in from the bathroom.

	"Saving up for a last little bath together, were you?" sneered one.

	"Get out. . ." snarled Pete.

	"He's nice. I want to bath him," crooned the girl in the leotard. They all leaped at Pete together. He lashed out desperately and, picking up a piece of broken chair, hit one of his opponents across the head. He sagged and fell to the floor.

	The leotard girl sprang to the defence of her buddies. She flung a pail of water at Pete; it caught him on the side of the head and he staggered violently as he tried to regain his balance. He lurched against a window and his hand went through a pane of glass and he cursed at the sudden searing pain.

	As the girl leapt up and down excitedly screaming: "I want to bath him, I want to bath him," the boys recovered and leapt simultaneously at him. The odds against Pete were impossible. His forehead and hand were bleeding. At last he managed to free one of his arms and he lashed out with all his strength at a putty, mean face that jazzed up and down before his blood-flecked gaze.

	Pete's blow, more by luck than any real judgment, connected with the youth's thin chin. He was knocked through the doorway and tripped over the drunken couple still slumped on the threshold. The trip gave impetus to his staggering. For a few seconds he swayed on the edge of the open lift shaft, vainly trying to hold his balance. Then with a hideous scream he plunged down the open shaft.

	As his shriek of terror rang out the other beatniks let go of Pete. They walked slowly to the lift shaft and looked down, stunned by the tragic turn of events. Then the leotard girl screamed with an agony that curdled the blood and started to rush wildly down the stairs.

	Pete slammed the door and leaned against it, panting and wiping the blood and sweat from his eyes. At that moment, he realised, he didn't even care about the fate of the young beatnik. At least the future was settled for one poor, misguided little sod.

	He lurched towards the bathroom, feeling a little sick. He vomited into the w.c. and then turned slowly to Jeannie who was sitting hunched up in the bath with her head resting in her arms. "Did they hurt you?" he asked, thickly.

	"No, it's nothing," she murmured. "You?"

	Pete handed her a terry-robe and looked wryly at the blood on his arms and hands. "I'm all right," he assured her. "Anyway, it was high time I hit something." It seemed high time everybody hit something, he thought bitterly.

	Grabbing a hand towel he wrapped it round his bleeding hand and said: "I think we'll barricade that door." He slowly heaved a chest of drawers towards the door as Jeannie came from the bathroom, fastening her bathrobe round her.

	"What's got into them?" she whispered, "they've all gone insane."

	"It's the new fashion. Did you hear the speech?"

	Jeannie nodded. She had had all she could take and she slumped on the bed, her hands over her eyes. "Why did it have to happen, Pete?"

	Pete sat on the bed beside her and gently cupped her face in his hands. He shrugged wearily: "It just had to, that's all. We're all too damned smart."

	"But all people want to do is to live," protested Jeannie.

	Pete wasn't so sure. "I don't think so," he replied slowly.

	Jeannie sighed: "I wish I could understand. . ."

	Pete put an arm protectingly around her shoulders, and gently shook his head. Quietly, but with an edge to his voice, he replied: "A lot of people don't want to live. It's all too difficult. They're tired, puzzled and frightened." He groped for words: "They'd rather it was all over---whoosh---than have to go on worrying and being frightened and losing a bit more hope each day. So they want it all to finish."

	Jeannie clung passionately to him. "But I don't. I don't want it to."

	"Neither do I---now." He took her in his arms and kissed her, quietly and calmly at first and then with increasing longing. Pete's firm hand found the girdle of her robe and soon they were oblivious of all problems; soon they were caught up in that rare ecstasy that both intoxicates and soothes and, however temporarily, brings forgetfulness.

	 


 

	TEN

	The morning silence was absolute and terrifying. A mute, dying Britain lay behind locked doors, helplessly awaiting an unknown verdict against which there could be no possible appeal.

	In London, Big Ben stood proudly and stubbornly erect, sharply silhouetted against an indigo sky, so uncannily blue and cloudless that it seemed almost black behind the sunlit clock-tower.

	Christ, it was hot. A unblinking sun stared fiercely and relentlessly on to the deserted square below, giving out a heat that was frightening in its intensity. This was not mere tropical heat or that which might send crazed men scrabbling towards a mirage in an arid desert.

	This was a piercing, searing heat remorselessly corroding all it touched. This was Dante's Inferno. This was the scorching stink of hell itself.

	Through the eerie, compelling silence Big Ben began sonorously to chime the hour of ten-thirty. On any normal day the striking of Big Ben would have created little impression down in the busy ant-heap of Parliament Square. There would have been the throb of endless traffic, buses, cars, taxis. There would have been the scurrying of human beings weaving their several ways in search of business or pleasure. There would have been the point and counterpoint of noise that makes up the symphony of any big city. The chimes of Big Ben would have been heard only subconsciously and taken comfortably for granted. Has anybody ever really listened to a clock's chimes, except perhaps to count them?

	Today, Big Ben's chimes rang out clearly and insistently. But today was different. Today, it seemed, there was nobody who wanted to hear. Today was not normal and, God, it was hot.

	Parliament Square sprawled below, a barren, deserted island of steaming asphalt, stunted trees, withered grass. There was not a wisp of breeze yet, somehow, a tattered scrap of newspaper came to life and clung to the twisted mudguard of a blistered car standing abandoned in the gutter.

	There were several such cars parked hurriedly and carelessly as if the owners could not wait to take refuge behind the shuttered doors and windows of the forlorn shops and office buildings. Heat rose in a shimmering haze from the roads, turned into cart-tracks by ridges of boiling tar.

	Big Ben was still chiming.

	All over the country the effect was the same. A dreadful stillness, a sense of urgent wonder and, above all, the damnable crucifying heat. In the meadows, in the dales, in villages and factory towns, at desks, at looms, at factory benches, in cottages and villas Britain was held in mysterious thrall.

	The mighty traffic of Thames Docks was stilled. A Thames Conservancy Board notice, faded and peeling, held the legend "next high tide 12.00 noon," but it was a macabre joke for there would be no high tide that day. The river was at its lowest, a mere pathetic stream sluggishly trickling down the centre of the cracked, baked river bed. Mudbanks propped up the river craft that had keeled sulkily over in to the river slime.

	Languidly a man slowly rowed his boat down stream. Here was the first tangible evidence that Britain's heart still beat. Surely that unknown rower could not be the only man left alive in the island?

	Big Ben was still chiming. The clocks in Piccadilly Circus pointed to ten-thirty. Piccadilly Circus, the hub of the universe, was empty. It's said that you have only to stand for five minutes outside Swan and Edgar's to be sure of meeting someone you know. But not this day.

	No lovers rendezvoused at the Swan and Edgar tryst. Eros stood pathetically neglected and even, it seemed, a little petulant as the sun blazed down on the famous little figure. No cameras clicked; no tourists lounged on the steps below Eros. All London, it seemed and, perhaps, all the world had gone under cover waiting for the big blast.

	The peeling boards outside the Pavilion and the Criterion advertised attractions that seemed small fry compared with the drama that was being crammed into a few fateful minutes. A scraggy cat prowled through the tar-rutted streets. A police car, with a PA. speaker, patrolled the Circus.

	It blared: "The time is now 10.41. . . nineteen minutes before countdown. . . nineteen minutes. . . you are advised to stay indoors. . ."

	But despite the warnings a few people were kneeling on the steps of St. Paul's, in village churches and in silent meadows.

	". . . the time is now 10.46. . . fourteen minutes before countdown. . . the time is now 10.47. . ."

	A police car drew up outside the Express building and on to the baked pavement stepped Jeannie and Pete, his hand still roughly bandaged. He signalled his thanks to the driver and the two walked slowly into the building, which, like many others, was boarded up.

	". . . the time is now 10.51. . . nine minutes before countdown. . ."

	Pete automatically looked at his watch, as if it bloody well mattered at this stage.

	They walked into the entrance hall and Bill Maguire was just coming down the stairs.

	Pete waved. "The boy stood on the burning deck whence all but he had fled. . ." he pronounced airily.

	"Hi," replied Maguire, "they've all fled to the machine room, where the booze is hidden. You know, they've always said that without the machine room there'd be no Daily Express. Well, that's where the booze is."

	"But the deck boy hasn't fled," continued Pete, playing up the gag.

	"He has an assignment," replied Maguire, suddenly grave. He hurried to the door and Pete followed him, with Jeannie close behind.

	"Where are you going?"

	"To see what happens after the man says zero. Eyewitness account of whether we're coming or just went."

	Maguire spoke flippantly but it was clear that he was strained and Pete sensed his mood. But how should you behave when you might be within minutes of eternity? The "laugh, clown, laugh" routine was always all right in books and films but it somehow never quite angled up in real life.

	He clutched Maguire's arm. He said: "Let me cover it, Bill." It suddenly had become vitally important to him.

	In the distance the police car was still blaring out the sands of time: ". . . the time is now 10.56. . . four minutes from countdown . . . four minutes. . ."

	"Take her home to bed, you idiot," whispered Bill. He saw that Pete was sincere. He looked at his watch. "If we can make Harry's and knock it back in three and a half minutes flat I'll buy you both a drink." He slipped his arms through Pete's and Jeannie's and they half ran across the deserted street.

	Harry's bar was empty, but May was stolidly polishing glasses as if to prove that everything in the garden was lovely and all this crisis nonsense just an underhanded attempt of the Press Club to sabotage Harry's business.

	Harry was dutifully twiddling the knobs of the radio and, as usual, getting nothing but static. His fat little face lit up with pleasure as a voice was heard and became stony as it was made clear that it was a Russian voice.

	"I got something then," he muttered.

	May polished more vigorously. "Can't think why you want to listen, anyway. Just a lot of numbers." She said it with the air of a woman who recognised the facts of life; the only numbers that were important concerned Ernie's Premium Bonds and Bingo.

	Harry wasn't being put off. He said reprovingly: "It's a very historic occasion, May. It's like the Queen's speech on Christmas Day and all that."

	"Just a lot of numbers," insisted May doggedly. "I can't see what's historic about someone counting."

	Maguire, Pete and Jeannie breezed in. "All right," said Maguire, "open up the safe. What have you got left?"

	May looked up and there was a genuine warm welcome in her eyes and voice. "Oh, I am glad. . . it's so nice to have someone in the club." Maguire blew her a friendly kiss and rapped on the counter with that staccato beat that is standard language in the world's best bistros for: "Get cracking, I've got a thirst that should be bequeathed to the nation!"

	The radio spluttered again and just faintly could be heard: ". . . in exactly thirty seconds from now. . ."

	"I got it, I got it," bubbled Harry and, at that moment, he was Lord Broadcasting himself.

	 "Thirty seconds," whispered Jeannie and she shuddered involuntarily. Pete held her close. He couldn't even think of a cliche that would meet the occasion. Meanwhile May had brought out a half bottle of whiskey from under the counter and some glasses.

	"I've been saving it," said May, "this one's on the house."

	Harry looked round startled. An historic occasion it might well be, but giving away liquor, that was ridiculous.

	"Take it easy now, May. That half bottle cost a fortune." He made it sound like a Clore-Cotton take-over bid.

	But May wasn't impressed. Instead she said, snootily: "How I got myself manageress" (she stressed that word, pointedly) "to a mean old bastard like you, I'll never know."

	"You've never said anything like that before," replied Harry, drawing himself up to his full five feet six.

	"I've thought it, though. And now I'm glad I told you." She looked at him apparently belligerently, but the student would have recognised the affection behind the verbal half-nelson. "Well, here's how, everybody," and they raised their glasses in a silent toast. But their eyes were on the clock. Jeannie could hear her heart throbbing uncomfortably.

	"The count must have started now," she said.

	"Drink up then," said May, the practical.

	Pete stood bemused. Maguire looked at them both and hoped that all would be well if only for their sake. They looked right for each other. Resignedly, he thought that it was typical that at this dicey stage in the world's history he should be in Fleet Street serving the demands of his lifetime mistress, the paper, rather than at home with his missus. Ah well, he thought, philosophically, she'd only be watering her plants, God bless her.

	As the radio, over static, intoned: "Twenty two. . . twenty one. . ." he raised his glass in a toast: "To the luck of the human race." He drained it in one. Well, it was as empty a toast as most. But it's the thought that counts, isn't it?

	In Paris, Rome, Moscow, the Far East, New York---wherever human civilisation still existed people were counting. . .

	In Harry's Bar, London, the radio had once again nearly lost its battle with static and Harry dialled feverishly.

	Maguire said urgently; "Mustn't lose count now. . . should be about nine."

	The radio contradicted: "Seven. . ."

	Maguire grinned ruefully. "It's always later than you think," he remarked lightly and instantly realised that it was a sour joke in the particular eerie circumstances. He looked round almost apologetically, but it was an unnecessary gesture.

	Pete, for instance, hadn't even heard. He had clutched Jeannie to him, it was an urgent impulsive gesture. There might not be much time.

	"Six. . ." counted the radio.

	Harry turned hurriedly and pathetically to May and held out his hand. "May," he said.

	"I'm here," she said and the voice on the radio said, "Four. . ."

	"Did you mean all that before?" Harry asked and suddenly Pete stirred. He was reminded that when it came to a world crisis of almost any dimension it was the tiny, personal matters that really counted. He wondered how many illicit affaires had broken down because of the problem of re-organisation. "I can't elope with you on Monday," she might say, "that's the day the laundry comes." And, of course, on Tuesday it was his night for the snooker match. What about Wednesday? So it went on. So, no elopement. . .

	Suddenly, Harry was aware of his need for May. "Did you mean all that before?" he repeated.

	"Course I didn't, you silly old berk," she said, smiling. He looked gratefully at her as the radio reminded them that it was "three. . . two. . ."

	Bill Maguire walked suddenly towards the door and Pete rushed to catch his arm.

	He spoke urgently to Maguire and the older man sensed that urgency. Pete said: "Bill, let me, let me do it, even if nobody's going to read it." His voice faltered as he realised that that could be too damned true.

	"Zero" snapped the radio.

	Harry's Bar was hushed. In nobody's experience had there been anything like this tense expectancy since that tingling moment on a clear blue Sunday morning in 1939 when, just after war had been declared, the first siren sounded.

	Of course, nobody was immediately blown into oblivion then; or now. The radio was mute; a couple of glasses fell, unnoticed, from the shelves.

	Maguire looked at Pete and said: "Well, go on, you bloody idiot."

	Pete looked at Jeannie for a brief moment and then stepped out of the bar and into the shimmering heat haze of Salisbury Court and Bill Maguire compassionately slipped his arm round Jeannie as they watched him go.

	"We'll join him in a minute, Jeannie," he said gently.

	"He'll be okay."

	 

	He looked a lonely, desolate figure with his perspiration-soaked clothes clinging to him. He walked wearily across the pitted road. It was almost a shuffle. Fleet Street was deserted, with neglected cars, boarded up windows. Pete looked neither way. He made slowly but straight for the Express building, across the steaming pavement and up the two steps leading to the deserted foyer.

	There was an uncanny emptiness about the building. He passed the vacant Enquiry Desk and the empty benches usually alive with page-boys. The lift doors were opened and he was about to enter when he realised, with a gesture of annoyance, that the lift wasn't working. Slowly and laboriously he began to climb the stairs.

	He wiped his forehead with his arm as he walked into the news room and slowly moved to his desk. He slumped into his chair, removed his dark glasses and rubbed the sweat out of his tired, bloodshot eyes.

	He removed the cover of his typewriter with difficulty, for it was almost too hot to touch. With his undamaged hand he tried to thread a sheet of paper into his machine. The rubber roller was practically melted and smeared black on his fingers.

	Apathetically he lifted the receiver of his telephone and sat vacantly not expecting a reply. For a few seconds Pete's extension buzzed unattended in the empty telephone room. Then a door opened and in walked Jeannie. Her face was tired and drawn and glistening with perspiration, and her light cotton dress clung damply to her young body. 

	"Yes?" she asked when she'd plugged in.

	Pete recognised the voice and in cracked, slow tones said: "Jeannie. This is Pete. See if you can find someone to take a story for me. My typewriter's seized up."

	He knew clearly what he wanted to say. If this was to be the last story of the thousands he had written it had to sum up the essence of all his hopes and dreams. Perhaps in all of us there is one message trying to get out, but not all have the chance to deliver it. Well, thought Pete, maybe nobody will ever read it but this I must say.

	"I'll try," replied Jeannie cutting in on his reverie.

	"You all right?"

	"Yes, so far."

	"Better come on up here, Jeannie. There's no sense being on your own."

	"Pete," she said fearfully, "How long before we know the. . ." The extension was answering and she flicked over a switch. "Teletype? Hold; I'm giving you the news room."

	"Look, kiddy, do me a favour. . ." The teletypist sat, stripped to his waist, with the phone cupped to his sweating chin.

	"Are you ready? It's Pete Stenning. I can't write. Can you take it for me?"

	The teletypist nodded: "Sure I can, but for what? Who says there's going to be an edition?"

	"Just take it," interrupted Pete wearily. With difficulty he lit a cigarette.

	"Okay, go ahead, nice and slow."

	Pete concentrated for a moment, looked at his watch and started to dictate, slowly and deliberately: "It is exactly thirty minutes since the corrective bombs were detonated. Within the next few hours the world will know whether this is the End or another Beginning---the re-birth of Man or his final obituary. . ."

	As Pete dictated Jeannie tiptoed quietly to his desk. He looked up at her and his eyes warmed and a comforting smile lit up his haggard features. She slipped a hand into his.

	". . . for the last time Man pursued his brother with the sword and so the final fire was kindled. The Earth that was to live for ever was blasted by a great wind towards oblivion. It is strange to think that barely ninety days ago. . ."

	As he re-capped the amazing catalogue of events of the last few weeks Pete was thinking of his son. If he had a future, and soon they would know, was it to be based on permanent fear and distrust? Were the only fruits of generations of suffering and striving to be a constant threat of bloody oblivion?

	The voice of the teletypist jerked him back to the job.

	"Are you still there, Mr. Stenning?"

	"Oh, sure. . . er. . . so Man has sown the wind and reaped the whirlwind. Perhaps in the next few hours there will be no remembrance of the past and no hope for the future that might have been. . ."

	Gradually the newsroom staff were drifting back to their desks. They were tired and hot; some were apprehensive, some no longer gave a damn as to what was going to happen. But it was automatic at least to go through the motions of producing a paper.

	Pete continued: "All the works of Man will be consumed in the great fire out of which he was created. But perhaps at the heart of the burning light into which he has thrust his world, there is a heart that cares more for him than he has ever cared for himself. . ."

	Suddenly Pete remembered the man with the megaphone and his exhortation that there "was no hope but with Him." He remembered the Prime Minister putting the fate of the nation in the hands of the Almighty. Pete had been cynical at the time. But now as he sat with Jeannie and wondered "how long" he found himself thinking of God quite naturally. Of course he wouldn't call himself a religious man but---well, they had, so far, been saved from some pretty rough ordeals in the past weeks.

	It was approaching noon. Down in the machine room, machine men sat on empty crates, silent, waiting. The presses had that forlorn look of all printing presses when not rolling.

	Two front page pulls hung on the presses. The headlines of one read: world saved. The other read: world doomed. One of the machine hands looked at them, rubbed his scrubby chin and grinned to one of his mates: "Blimey, what a difference a word makes! "      

	Pete rose from his desk, the phone still in his hand. He stood gazing out of the window at the calm blue sky from which the sun flamed with the fierceness of an acetylene lamp.

	Jeannie came up behind him carrying two tin mugs. "I found some water. There's coffee," she said quietly, and he nodded his thanks.

	Suddenly she stopped and held up a warning hand to Pete. "Listen," she mouthed. And from the distance could be heard the dull, but distinct rumble of machinery. The presses had started. She looked up at Pete, as he put his bandaged arm round her affectionately, and he looked down reassuringly.

	Everything was going to be all right.

	Ke spoke again into the phone: ". . . and if there is a future for Man, insensitive as he is, proud and defiant in his pursuit for power, let him resolve to live it lovingly, for he 153

	knows well how to do so. Then he may say, once more, truly the light is sweet and what a pleasant thing it is for the eyes to see the sun. That's the lot," he said, "thanks, chum."

	He put down the phone. That ought to give the butchers on the subs' table a headache. But he'd said what he really felt and it was good even to be able to think and feel again.

	Life in the Express office was resuming its normal pattern. Pete and Jeannie continued to look up in the sky. The clock moved to midday and, slowly, the first drops of rain began to fall.

	It was going to be okay, thought Pete, and his belly surged with relief as he drew Jeannie comfortingly towards him. Down in the machine-room someone tore down the standby "world doomed" front-page proof; he winked at a mate and gave the 'Thumbs Up' sign.

	"But was it okay?" worried Pete. What was the message of the last few mortifying weeks?

	Had the ordeal been a warning?

	Could it be that man was taking on too much personal responsibility and trying, arrogantly, contemptuously, and unsuccessfully, to shape the world's destiny to his own selfish desire?

	Pete had a strange hunch that the message was that, for too long, man had carelessly drifted and had ducked the responsibility of trying to shape his own or the world's destiny at all.

	He looked at the precious, life-giving downpour. He shrugged as he thought that everybody who had survived the holocaust would have to work out that little problem personally. 

	He took Jeannie's arm and looked around for Bill Maguire; Pete had a sudden feeling that he would like to ponder this puzzlement over a drink at Harry's Bar.

	As he crossed the road to Salisbury Court, Pete looked towards Ludgate Hill and the Cross of St. Paul's.

	He looked away again, thoughtfully.
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