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The New Job

Through gaps between the houses the sun blinked on Markham Crewe’s taxi as it passed eastward through the maze of streets north of Piccadilly. The rays entering the windows shone intermittently on his old leather suitcase and bag of golf clubs, and indirectly lit up his dark handsome face, with its aquiline nose, sensitive mouth and innate stamp of breeding.

It was early May, and London looked cheerful, or at least less sombre than at other times of the year. The pavements had just dried after a shower, and were really clean, and the leaves on the trees in Berkeley Square showed a fresh tenderness in their green which it seemed incredible could have emerged from their black and gnarled limbs.

But Markham Crewe was obviously not considering these marvels. His face showed a certain anxiety, as if he were about to meet some crisis in his life. And indeed he was. As the taxi swung into Mount Street his heart gave a leap and began to beat faster. For that house which he was so quickly approaching represented the biggest milestone he had yet reached in his one-and-twenty years of life. He knew that on what happened in that house would depend his whole future career.

There had, of course, been previous milestones. The first which loomed out was that unforgettable morning when, as a child of six, he learnt that his mother had gone away with ‘Uncle Dick’, a mysterious, black-moustached individual, who bore about with him an inexhaustible cache of sweets, and who had for some time been haunting the house. To young Crewe it seemed the end of everything, but at that age tragedy is of short duration. Life went on much as before until the great day arrived on which he first went to school. This, indeed, was a milestone. From school to college was another, though much less outstanding. He had spent two pleasantly slack years at Magdalen, and then still another milestone had come, this time a terrible one, which for a time left him completely overwhelmed.

Every moment of that dreadful day stood out sharp and vivid in his mind, when he had been called from a lecture to learn that his father, his jolly, easy-going, indulgent father, had been thrown from his horse when riding to hounds and instantly killed.

For a time grief overcame all other feelings, but soon he discovered that the loss of his father was not the only blow he had sustained. With the dead man had gone the vastly greater part of his money. Brigadier-General Sir Reginald Crewe had lived in such a comfortable, carefree way that no question as to the source from which this ease and security were derived had ever arisen in his son’s mind. But after the general’s death his affairs were found to be terribly involved. Part of the loss was the result of his own carelessness, but most was due to an unscrupulous solicitor who had taken advantage of his easy-going client to transfer the greater part of his capital to his own pocket. This man had been killed shortly before in a motor accident, but nothing could be recovered from his heirs, as he had managed to get rid of his illicit takings in speculations on the Stock Exchange.

When everything was settled up, Markham Crewe found himself alone in the world with an income of just under two hundred pounds a year; a fortune, indeed, to many, but to a young man brought up as he had been, a pittance barely sufficient for pocket money. To this he could add a healthy body and mind, some small knowledge of the classics, admirable manners and an easy ability to hold his own in society, together with a large number of very expensive tastes and habits. But of training for earning a living, he had none whatever.

When he discovered all this, he felt badly up against it. More money he must have if he were to live with what he called the merest necessaries, and as no one was likely to give it to him, he must make it for himself. But how? He could only sell his labour. But a few tentative efforts were enough to convince him that his labour was of a kind which no one wanted to buy.

Then, just as he was beginning to feel the first approaches of despair, old Colonel Hepplewhite wrote asking him to lunch at his club. Hepplewhite had been in his father’s regiment in that other age before the War, and the two had remained friends. Crewe was about to decline on the ground that expensive Pall Mall clubs were no longer his métier, but a longing to enjoy once again his old surroundings overcame him, and he went.

The ‘old boy’ appeared glad to see him, and introduced him to some of his cronies. Lunch followed like a rite dating from the Conquest. But it was not till they were seated over coffee and cigars and the cronies had drifted aimlessly away that Crewe learnt that his host had more in view than a mere courtesy to an old friend’s son.

‘And what are you thinkin’ of doin’ with yourself now?’ Hepplewhite demanded after a pause in the conversation.

Crewe smiled rather ruefully. ‘Well, that’s just it,’ he answered. ‘No one seems to want my perfectly good services.’

‘Been lookin’ for a job?’

‘Rather. Everywhere. But as I say—’

Hepplewhite drew slowly at his cigar. ‘I know,’ he nodded; ‘you young fellahs are all the same. Taught everything except how to earn an honest penny, eh? That’s your trouble?’

‘I suppose it is,’ Crewe admitted. ‘You see, till now I didn’t expect to have to—’

‘I know. No fault of yours, of course, nor of your father’s, either.’ Again the old man drew at his cigar. ‘You’re good at the social side, but a fool at business? That would sum it up?’

It was not the way Crewe would have put it, but he remembered he was the old man’s guest and replied civilly.

The next moment he was glad he had done so. ‘Well,’ went on Hepplewhite, ‘I asked you to come here because I had heard of a job that might suit you. Not a job I recommend, but it might start you off. What about it?’

‘That’s no end good of you, Colonel Hepplewhite,’ Crewe answered gratefully. ‘I can’t just tell you how much I want it. What is it?’

‘Not very pleasant, I’m afraid. Know that bounder Harrison?’

‘Andrew Harrison, the millionaire?’

‘Yes. He’s a member here, though what the devil they were thinkin’ about to let him in, I don’t know. Well, he wants a secretary.’

Crewe’s hopes, which in spite of his better judgment had leaped up, sank like a stone in water. He shook his head with an unhappy smile. ‘No go, I’m afraid. I know as much about secretarial work as of relativity.’

‘I suppose you can’t work a typewriter, by any chance?’

‘Oh, yes, I can do that. You want it for everything nowadays, and I taught myself.’

‘Better than I had hoped. You might suit Harrison all right.’

To Crewe it seemed hopeless. Hepplewhite meant well, but it was no good.

‘You see,’ the old man went on, after another of his slow pulls at his cigar, ‘Harrison doesn’t want a business man; he can get dozens of ’em for the pickin’ up. He wants something much harder to come by. He wants a gentleman to run his social affairs.’

Crewe looked up with a requickening of interest.

‘He pretends he wants someone to deal with his invitations and fix seatin’ at his dinner parties, and so on; really, it’s someone to tell him where to go and what clothes to wear and what to say when he gets there. Matter of fact, the blighter’s lookin’ for a peerage and he wants to know how to pull the ropes.’

Crewe chuckled. ‘I could scarcely tell him that, I’m afraid.’

‘Of course you could. Why not? After all, you couldn’t well go wrong. Tell him to pay to the party funds. And if that doesn’t do the trick, tell him to pay more. You wouldn’t be fixed up forever, you know,’ the old gentleman went on. ‘You’ve got legs, and if you didn’t like it, you could walk out.’

‘Do you think I’d have a chance of it?’ Crewe asked, less contemptuous of social climbers in the millionaire class than his host.

‘I’ll tell Comber to recommend you. Harrison would eat out of any lord’s hand.’

So it came to pass that two days later Crewe presented himself at the head offices of Andrew Harrison Ltd, armed with an appointment card to see the head of the firm. When he had become attuned to the magnificence of his surroundings he presented it, and was entertained to see the change of manner which resulted. The porter, to whom inspection was first granted, came down with a bang from lofty aloofness to respectful concern for Crewe’s every convenience. Other personages to whom he was passed, like some registered and highly insured letter, and who obviously became more and more eminent the further he progressed, vied with each other to do him honour. He felt like a celebrated entertainer about to give a command performance before royalty—until he reached the great man’s private secretary, and knew himself for what he was. This young woman’s haughty glance made him feel that he was a rather nauseous, but otherwise negligible, bit of jetsam that some hitherto unsuspected current had washed up on the office carpet, and her tone when at last she realised his presence did little to dispel the illusion. Nothing brought home so vividly to Crewe the dizzy height to which Harrison had attained, as the fact that with even this radiant young creature his writ ran. She took Crewe’s card, glanced at it as if it was in an advanced stage of leprosy and, opening a door—at which she actually knocked—announced him.

Andrew Harrison was a short, stocky man, with a square face, a mouth like a trap, and eyes shrewd enough to set thinking those whose point of view he had accepted in any negotiation. His face was clean shaven, his hair white, his expression unpleasant, and his age about sixty.

‘Good morning,’ he began, stretching out his hand, but not rising. ‘I suppose Lord Comber told you what I had to say to you?’

Crewe shook hands and took the chair indicated. ‘My father’s friend, Colonel Hepplewhite, told me you wanted a social secretary, and that Lord Comber had been good enough to recommend me.’

Harrison nodded. ‘And what can you do?’ he asked laconically.

This seemed at first a question which would allow Crewe plenty of scope, but he soon saw that if it had been put in its negative form it would have been easier to answer. After all, what could he do? Mix a good cocktail, dance, play bridge and cricket, poker and tennis, row a little, flirt with a safe discretion, put together on emergency a few well-chosen but meaningless words on any given subject, and, of course, type, though this latter not, perhaps, very well. As he thought of this typing, he took courage. Yes, he had at least one of the qualifications of a secretary.

As he replied, going over his points as he might those of a horse he had entered for the Derby, he was conscious that Harrison was watching him keenly. When he had finished, the magnate made no reference to his statement. He sat without speaking for a few moments, then leant back and made a stabbing gesture with his right forefinger, which Crewe later learnt was characteristic.

‘Now see,’ he began, and this also proved a characteristic opening, ‘it’s about all this social stuff. I have my business to attend to, and I find it’s enough for any one man. I’ve neither time nor inclination to be bothered with the other. I want someone to run the social side of things. I want him to sort out the invitations, accepting those that are socially worthwhile and refusing those that aren’t. I want to be advised, without having to think of it for myself, about what I should go to, and the minimum time I need stay. All that sort of thing. Also issuing our own invitations and fixing up dinner seating, and so on, so as everyone is pleased. See? And Mrs Harrison would want some help with her correspondence and that. Got the idea?’

It seemed to Crewe that he could do the job. He admitted that he had grasped what was required and, judging his man, asked about terms. These were cut and dried and were stated without ambiguity. He would live with the Harrisons as one of the family and would have the ordinary facilities of the household, such as the use of a car when he wanted it. He would be his own master and could take what reasonable leave he wanted, provided the work did not get behind and he was available when required. His salary would begin at four hundred pounds. If he gave satisfaction this would be increased. If he did not, he would leave at a day’s notice. Of his satisfactoriness, Harrison was to be the sole judge. Was that all right? Then he might sign this form of agreement.

Crewe felt as if he were walking on air when once again he reached the street. This jolly old world was not so bad a place as he had been inclined to think. The streets seemed to him brighter, the people on the pavement cheerier and more kindly. He collided with a man who turned a corner too quickly. The man took it as a joke; smiled and nodded amiably. Marvellous, Crewe thought, the amount of good there is in everybody, if you only look for it.

Presently he began to think with less exuberance. Thanks to Colonel Hepplewhite, he had landed a fine job. From the point of view of externals it left little to be desired. He would carry on the kind of existence he had been accustomed to, and to some extent mix with his former friends. His material needs were provided for, and he felt he had little fear of failing to satisfy his employer. His natural shrewdness, together with Harrison’s reaction to his early inquiry about terms, told him the attitude to adopt. A certain superiority of manner, a not too completely veiled contempt for all he saw, and an absolute refusal to kowtow to anybody would go down best. He realised, in fact, his amazing luck.

And yet there was another side to the picture. He had been making inquiries about Harrison, and the result was by no means reassuring. The man had an unpleasant reputation. His brilliancy in business was admitted on all sides. Even his obvious enemies admired, if ruefully, his financial dexterity. Never could his deals be touched by the law. But of his humanity and honesty, Crewe heard not one word. ‘Crooked as they make them’ was perhaps the most flattering description he received. ‘Dirty lying swine’ was an easy average, while those remarks with real feeling behind them scarcely lent themselves to the printed page.

However, it was silly to meet trouble halfway. He had taken the job, and it was as a result that on the afternoon of the fourth of May he was driving with his suitcases and golf clubs to begin work in the Harrisons’ house in Mount Street.

The door was opened to him by a butler who, while perfectly professional, yet contrived to instil into his manner something human and kindly. Crewe had a large experience of butlers, and he took to this man instantly. Competent and reliable looking, respectful but not obsequious, his mere presence suggested to Crewe that Harrison in the home must be a pleasanter proposition than Harrison in the counting-house.

‘Mrs Harrison’s expecting you, sir,’ he said when Crewe gave his name. ‘Perhaps you would like to see your room first? Or will you go direct to the drawing-room?’

Crewe was agreeably surprised by his first view of the interior. A spacious and dignified building he was expecting—the house was of the best of a good period—but the furnishing was not so guaranteed. However, it delighted Crewe. Simplicity and restfulness was the keynote of the decoration, and the furniture was sparse, of admirable design, and arranged with real taste. ‘Who,’ Crewe asked himself, ‘have they had to do it for them?’ and immediately felt ashamed of himself.

His room, which looked out from the back over a wilderness of roofs and chimneys, was on the sixth floor, but in the light of the two automatic lifts height did not matter. He was delighted to find it supplied with modern fittings: an electric fire, built-in wardrobe, and connecting bathroom. From the material point of view he saw that he was going to be in clover.

Hearn, the butler, was waiting for him when he went down, and led him to the drawing-room, a large first-floor room overlooking the street.

Three women stood in a little knot in front of the fire, which the day was just cold enough to make pleasant. Two evidently belonged to the house, but the third was dressed in outdoor clothes and seemed to be just leaving. This last was by far the most striking-looking of the three. Flamboyant was the word that shot into Crewe’s mind as he glanced at her. He had also a sense of familiarity, as if he had seen her before, though he could not remember where. She had large, generously curved features whose natural colour remained a mystery to the observer. Her clothes, Crewe thought—and he considered himself a connoisseur—were impressive, though not exactly loud. She spoke in a high-pitched and penetrating voice, strengthening her points with gesticulation which made her rather exuberant jewellery flash and scintillate.

Of the other women, one was middle-aged and one young. The former was obviously the mistress of the house, for she turned and greeted Crewe in a dry, formal manner. She was tall and trim, with well-cut tight-fitting clothes which showed off to the best advantage her magnificent figure and carriage. In face she was good-looking rather than beautiful. But her expression was contemptuous and unpleasant. Beneath her conventional smile her face was hard and cruel. She seemed very young to be the girl’s mother, and Crewe assumed she must be Harrison’s second wife, an assumption which proved correct.

The girl was a complete contrast as far as features went, though these bore a very similar expression. She was pretty in a mild way, and in build took after her short and sturdy father. She was a girl at whom one would scarcely look a second time, were it not for her eyes. They held Crewe. He had often come across the expression ‘smouldering’ as applied to eyes, but up to the present had never seen what it was supposed to describe. But now that he saw it, he realised that smouldering was the only adequate word. Gloria Harrison’s eyes smouldered, as if behind them were enclosed a seething mass of resentment and hate. They were evil eyes which remained unpleasantly in the imagination. He was introduced also to the flamboyant woman, Miss Morland, and when he heard them call her Blanche he could not understand how he had failed to recognise her. She was a well-known actress, and he had seen her in more than one production.

‘Well, I must run,’ she said, when the introductions were complete. ‘I don’t suppose I shall see you much before Henley. When do you go down?’

‘About ten days before the time, I should say,’ Mrs Harrison returned. ‘Andrew’s always in a fever to get on the water.’

‘So should I be if I owned the Cygnet,’ the actress declared, and with the help of Crewe and Hearn took herself off.

‘The Cygnet’s Mr Harrison’s new vessel,’ went on Mrs Harrison. ‘We call her a vessel because no one knows what kind of a ship she really is. He had her built to his own ideas, and she’s a sort of cross between a motor cruiser and a houseboat.’

‘Sounds rather fascinating,’ Crewe considered. ‘You use her on the Thames?’

‘At Henley time, yes. But she’s been across the Channel, and we’ve done the Rhine and some of the other waterways in her. Rather tiresome, I thought. A river’s all right for a time, but one soon gets enough of it.’

‘I canoed across France once,’ said Crewe, glad to have stumbled on a congenial subject. ‘Three of us from Winchester. We had no end of a good time.’

Mrs Harrison pursued the subject in a half-hearted way, carelessly polite, though obviously uninterested. But her step-daughter did not speak, remaining buried in thought and looking rather sullen. Crewe decided to see what could be done about it, and at the first pause turned towards her. ‘Ever done any canoeing, Miss Harrison?’ he asked directly.

She glanced at him negligently. ‘A little,’ she admitted. ‘I’m not particularly interested in it.’

This was not helpful, but Crewe persevered.

‘It’s rather sport if you go through the right country. Where have you done it?’

‘Canada.’

‘Oh, I haven’t done that,’ he went on. ‘That would be proper canoeing. I’ve just knocked about the Continent a bit,’ and he struggled on valiantly.

Presently tea came, and the conversation grew general. It was a rather unsatisfactory conversation, of which Crewe bore the greater weight. Both women were polite enough in a careless way, and, of course, he could expect no more. But there was a strain in the atmosphere, a lack of spontaneity the talk, which jarred. Something was wrong. He could not tell what it was, but he felt it. Some unhappiness somewhere. Was there some secret weighing on the minds of these two? Or was it hate? Hate for each other, or hate for some third person? Those smouldering eyes and that air of resentment looked like hate, but it was impossible to be sure.

When after tea Crewe excused himself he felt vaguely disquieted. It seemed to him that his new job had not opened too propitiously. There was evil lurking beneath the surface in this house of wealth. However, he told himself, he must expect snags. He would go ahead and make good.

Almost desperately he repeated that he must make good. He had now the chance of a lifetime. He mustn’t throw it away. If he lost this job, the very losing of it would make it infinitely harder to get another. No, at all costs he must make good.
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The Harrison Household

It was not until the evening that Crewe met the other members of the household. Dinner was at eight-thirty, and shortly before that hour he went down to the lounge. It was empty save for a young man with dark hair, horn spectacles, and a thin, anxious face. He looked questioningly at Crewe.

‘Are you Crewe by any chance?’ he asked doubtfully.

Crewe reassured him.

The young man nodded. ‘I’m Entrican,’ he went on. ‘I’m your opposite number on the business side: Harrison’s private business secretary. I heard you were coming.’

‘Yes,’ Crewe returned. ‘It was fixed up two days ago. I’m not sure that I know exactly what I’m to do.’

‘I don’t expect the old man knows himself. You’re a new idea, you know.’

‘You mean that I’m the first of my species?’

‘Yes. There were girls, a whole series of ’em, private secretaries to Mrs Harrison, but none of them survived. They usually arrived on a Monday and departed in tears on the following Tuesday.’

Crewe smiled. ‘You’re encouraging,’ he pointed out.

‘Oh, you’ll be all right. The girls gave way to the old lady and she trampled on them. You’ll stand up to her and she’ll treat you decently.’

‘A pretty useful hint.’

‘Besides,’ Entrican went on, ‘as the old man engaged you, he’ll be on your side. They fight like blazes over everything.’

Crewe’s reply was cut short by the entry of a young man of about five-and-twenty. He lounged in, slouching along with his hands in his pockets and the suspicion of unsteadiness in his gait. He was like old Harrison, so like that there could be no doubt as to his identity, but he was taller and had better features. But those features were already becoming coarsened. His face was not indeed pleasant, with its sullen expression, shifty eyes, and unmistakable stamp of dissipation. Entrican looked over at him.

‘Come along, Rupert, and meet Crewe,’ he invited.

‘How do?’ the newcomer nodded ungraciously, and his voice was more than a trifle thick. ‘Though what the hell you’ve been fool enough to come to this—hole for, I don’t know.’

Entrican looked at him anxiously. ‘Oh, Crewe’ll be able to look after himself, never fear. But I say, old man, you go and have a rest and come down later. There’s no one interesting tonight, and you won’t miss anything.’

Rupert Harrison steadied himself and faced the other. ‘Will you,’ he said slowly, ‘mind your own—business?’

Entrican went over and took him by the arm.

‘Come on, old bean,’ he urged. ‘Come along up with me and have a spot and you’ll feel better.’

The young man drew away his arm and answered with a careful choice of words: ‘Do you—think—I’m drunk?’

‘Drunk? Of course not.’ Entrican spoke pleasantly and again took his arm. ‘But you know your father’ll think so. And none of us want another row. Come along and have that spot.’

Young Harrison hesitated, but Entrican’s suggestion seemed too strong for him, and he allowed himself to be led from the room.

The two had scarcely disappeared when another door opened and a buzz of conversation swept in. Mrs Harrison and Gloria ushered in three nondescript women, and Harrison senior followed with a tall, well-groomed young man with a vacant, good-humoured face. They bunched together in the middle of the room and then Harrison saw Crewe and beckoned him over.

‘Well,’ he greeted him not unpleasantly, ‘so you’ve arrived? You’ve seen Mrs Harrison? Then come and meet Lord Algy Mannering.’

There was a little delay before dinner, and things hung fire slightly. They chatted in a desultory way. The elder woman visitor had met Crewe’s aunt and was full of reminiscences of the occasion. Lord Algy, it appeared, also knew some of his friends, and Crewe was amused to observe how his prestige with the Harrisons increased accordingly. Then Entrican entered hurriedly, and with him a young man, evidently a stranger to the party, whom he introduced as Johnnie Fortescue. On their heels came Hearn with his impressive ‘Dinner is served.’ There was no sign of Rupert Harrison, and Crewe wondered with some amusement whether the delay had been due to the providing of a substitute. If so, he thought, it threw a curious light on relations in the household. However, he was had no time to indulge in speculations, as he found himself beside the elder lady and realised that the subject of his aunt had obtained a new lease of life.

Lord Algy was evidently the guest of honour. He sat between Mrs Harrison at the foot and Gloria. Crewe was interested to watch their reactions. It was clear that Mannering was attracted by Gloria, and equally clear that she was bored by him. Indeed, she was enough of a cold douche to have put off anyone who was not head over ears in love with her. The girl seemed unhappy and was at no great pains to be pleasant.

With Harrison, Crewe was agreeably surprised. Not only did he look better in evening dress than Crewe would have believed possible, but except on one point his manners were unexpectedly easy and good. He made an admirable host and had the gift of really listening to what was said to him. If anything, he was rather silent, but when he did speak it was to the point and worth hearing. In fact, had Crewe not heard so much against him, he would have been rather attracted.

The one point was his bearing towards his wife. He spoke to her as little as possible, and when he did it was in a short and dictatorial way. But she gave him as good as she got. She similarly addressed him only when she could not help it, and then with not too carefully veiled sarcasm. Though their words and actions were outwardly correct, it was impossible to avoid the conclusion that they loathed each other. Neither, moreover, was particularly polite to Entrican, who belied his own advice and was altogether too obsequious.

After an uneventful dinner and some extremely dull bridge, Crewe was about to go to bed when he heard Entrican’s voice: ‘Come and have a drink before you go up.’ He followed the young man to a snug little room at the back of the house, furnished partly as a sitting-room and partly as an office. Entrican threw some logs on the dying fire and drew up two armchairs.

‘This is where I work,’ he explained, as he brought out from a cupboard a decanter, syphon and glasses.

‘Jolly comfortable,’ Crewe commented, helping himself. ‘Are you kept busy?’

Entrican pondered this, as if anxious to give a strictly accurate reply. ‘On the whole, no,’ he pronounced at last. ‘Work comes in spates. You know, the old man has a private secretary at his office, or, more probably, a dozen of them. I perform only when he gets an extra special fit of energy and works at home. But that occurs more often than you might think.’

‘I should have thought that would clash with the office work.’

‘No; apparently I do a different kind of stuff. He has political aspirations and gives expert evidence before Parliamentary Committees and so on. I’m always getting out figures.’

‘Interesting, I should think.’

‘Might be worse,’ Entrican admitted without enthusiasm.

Crewe sipped his whisky. ‘I wondered if that was a brilliant conjuring trick you performed before dinner?’ He smiled. ‘Kidnapping the son and heir and producing a perfectly good substitute all quite correct and at a moment’s notice.’

Entrican did not smile. ‘That young fool, Rupert!’ he exclaimed. ‘There’ll be an unholy bust up one of these days and the ass knows it, and still he goes on drinking.’

‘If it gets a hold on you—’ Crewe suggested.

‘I know all about that. But the old man has threatened to throw him out on the street and cut off his money if he doesn’t keep sober. And when the old man threatens, it’s not empty words. He’ll do it.’

‘And what would Mrs Harrison say to that?’

‘Oppose it on principle. Not for love of Rupert, but because Harrison wanted it. They hate each other like hell. I can tell you, Crewe, it’s not what you’d call a happy household. There’ll be murder done before we’re very much older, unless they look out for themselves.’ He made a gesture of weary disgust. ‘Oh, damn! Sorry, but one gets fed up at times.’

Crewe was surprised at all these intimate revelations on what was virtually a first meeting, but he now realised that Entrican had himself taken a little more than was good for him. He was not drunk; just somewhat less circumspect than normally. Crewe felt he should not be discussing his employer’s family in this way, but he could not resist going on.

‘It struck me that Miss Harrison wasn’t too pleased with life either.’

But on the mention of Gloria’s name Entrican shut up like a clam. He scowled at Crewe and abruptly changed the subject.

‘That ass Mannering would put anyone off,’ he declared. ‘By the way, you didn’t do so badly at bridge. What did you make?’

They discussed the game, and then Crewe turned the conversation on to Entrican himself. When some half-hour later they went to bed he had gleaned quite a lot about the household into which his turn of luck had brought him.

Harrison, he gathered, was out for money, and so long as he got it, he cared little as to the means. Apart from money he was not too bad, or so Entrican said. Mrs Harrison did not care about money as such, provided presumably she had everything that money could buy. Her ambitions were social, and she was climbing as rapidly as she could. It was she who had spurred her husband on to take an interest in politics. She was sharp enough to see that his special knowledge could be useful to the Government, and that this would give him the entrée into otherwise closed circles. Entrican had not mentioned the idea of the peerage, but Crewe felt sure from what he had heard that old Colonel Hepplewhite’s hint was the truth.

Rupert, so Entrican said, was a likeable enough fellow when sober. His father’s ambitions had ruined his life. He had wanted to go to sea. Had his predilection been for the Navy, a grudging consent might have been obtained. But Rupert had no use for the Navy. He favoured the Merchant Service—not exactly work in tramps, but as a deck officer in one of the good passenger lines. The idea was anathema to old Harrison, and he vetoed it absolutely. Rupert’s choice was submission or a complete break with his family and the loss of all his expectations. He hadn’t the stamina for this latter, and gave way.

But as he wasn’t allowed to work in his own way, he decided he wouldn’t work at all. When he came down from Cambridge he drifted into a fast set about town. They taught him to gamble and drink, both to excess. Unless some very drastic change took place, Rupert was a ruined man.

Crewe wondered about Gloria. Entrican’s sudden silence at the mention of her name was interesting. What did it portend? That he was in love with her? From her elders’ point of view Entrican would be no match. Could she be fond of him, and so find herself in a position parallel to that of her brother? Well, it was no business of his.

His thoughts went on to Entrican himself. He, at least, seemed a decent sort. And yet, Crewe was not so sure. He hoped he was not censorious, but he had to admit to himself that he did not greatly take to Entrican. He wondered if he was wholly trustworthy? There was a look in his eye that seemed rather too sharp to be wholesome. And, somehow, his cheery, welcoming manner did not quite ring true. Crewe hoped he was wrong, as it looked as if Entrican was going to be his chief companion in the household.

He pulled himself up. He had done enough criticising for one evening. Presently he turned over on his side and went to sleep. And immediately it was daylight and a maid was at his door with his morning tea.

At breakfast only himself, Harrison and Entrican put in an appearance. Harrison emerged from his paper, wished Crewe a curt good morning and once again became buried. He had little to say during the meal, and that grumpily, then with a short nod to the others he took himself off.

‘Worried about his stocks,’ Entrican volunteered when the door had closed. ‘They’re falling and nobody seems to know why. There have been all sorts of rumours lately that things were not too rosy in the house of Harrison, and the markets have reacted.’

‘Any truth in the tales?’ Crewe asked.

‘He says not, and I believe him. But nobody really knows except himself. And credit’s a very dicky thing. If a rumour gets believed, it may play old Harry with the soundest business.’

‘Faith the most important thing in finance?’

Entrican shrugged. ‘Sometimes it looks like it,’ he admitted. ‘Though faith wouldn’t get me this breakfast if I couldn’t pay for it.’

‘Well, you don’t pay for it.’

‘Don’t I? The old boy sees to that all right.’

Crewe smiled. ‘I suppose he does. Is this drop in the stocks serious?’

As on the previous evening, Entrican paused for thought, as if to ensure that his answer would be strictly accurate. Crewe gradually found it was a habit.

‘No, I shouldn’t say so. An average of about six points. The nasty thing is that it has been going on more or less steadily for about a fortnight. This morning they’re down another half point. That’s what upset the old man. He can’t understand it—or says he can’t.’

Before Crewe could answer, the door opened and Rupert appeared. He was sober and looked better than on the previous evening. He stared with a slightly puzzled expression at Crewe, then went over and held out his hand.

‘You’re Crewe, aren’t you?’ he said. ‘Did I see you last night? Yes? Bit under the weather, you know. Better today.’

Crewe took this as a rather handsome apology for his manner of the previous evening, as indeed it was.

‘We’re all that way at times, I’m afraid,’ he declared, smiling.

Conversation became general and less interesting. Rupert was clearly not quite over his binge, as he began with a brandy and soda and then went on to coffee, which ended his meal. However, he was pleasant enough, and Crewe met him more than halfway. Indeed, Crewe took more to the young man than to any of the other occupants of the house, except perhaps Hearn, the butler.

When an hour later at Mrs Harrison’s request he joined her in her sitting-room, Crewe found there was a good deal more work to be done than he had expected. It took him the whole morning to clear off current matters, without touching the baskets of arrears which were stacked everywhere. However, he saw that once things were brought up to date he would not have too difficult a time.

Lunch proved a quiet meal with Entrican alone, but Mrs Harrison and Gloria were at home for tea. There were three callers, two women and a man. To the man Crewe took an immediate and instinctive liking.

He was a tall, thin young fellow, of some three- or four-and-twenty, with a friendly and honest but extremely plain face. He seemed rather overwhelmed by the four women and greeted Crewe’s arrival with a look of ill-disguised relief.

‘I’m Coleman and I live at Henley,’ he announced, moving beside Crewe. ‘I don’t think I’ve met you here before?’

‘No,’ said Crewe. ‘I only turned up last night. I’m going to do social secretary work for the family.’

‘Oh, yes, rather. Gloria said someone was coming. I hope you’ll like it.’

For a moment Crewe was uncertain of the spirit in which this benediction had been given, but a glance at the rather dog-like face told him that it was in good faith.

‘Thanks, I expect I’ll like it all right,’ he answered. ‘I’ve heard them speaking of Henley already. They’re going there shortly, I understand.’

‘Yes; that’s to the Cygnet—Harrison’s motor houseboat, you know. You’ve not seen her?’

‘No. What sort of craft is she?’

The young man glanced round and sank his voice ‘Like nothing earthly,’ he declared. ‘But you’ll like her, all the same. He had her built to his own design, and whatever he may be with stocks, he’s no naval architect.’

‘What size is she?’

‘Maximum for the Thames. Hundred and thirty feet by seventeen. She’s a sort of barge, really, a flat-bottomed houseboat, with a small Diesel engine. They’ve had her across the Channel—selecting their weather, of course. But I’d be afraid of her in a sea.’

‘Turn turtle?’

Coleman nodded significantly. ‘I think so. But for sheltered water she’s safe enough. And pretty good inside. Fitted up like the Ritz, you know. Everything posh to the nth degree.’

‘You’ve been a lot on board?’

‘Well, yes, in a way. They moor opposite our ground, you see. We live along the river, on the actual racing reach in fact, so it’s rather a good pitch.’

‘Then we’ll probably meet down there. I expect I shall be going with them.’

‘Sure to.’

As they sat chatting, Crewe could not help following the direction of his new acquaintance’s eyes. Coleman could scarcely keep them off Gloria. He looked at her with a sort of adoring longing, and when at last a general move made it possible, he shot like an arrow to her side. He left Crewe in the middle of a sentence, evidently entirely unconscious of anything but the prospect of getting near her.

During intervals in a rather pointless conversation with one of the women callers Crewe could not help speculating on the situation thus revealed. Coleman loved Gloria. Entrican, he imagined, loved Gloria. From their actions on the previous evening it looked as if Harrison and his wife wished her to marry Mannering. What was Gloria’s reaction to this tangle? Though he did not wish to see anyone hurt, Crewe promised himself some quiet amusement in watching developments.

That evening when he came down for dinner he found Harrison talking to two strangers in the lounge. The elder, a stocky man of about fifty, was, of this unattractive crowd into which Crewe had penetrated, the most unattractive he had yet seen. His close-set, shifty eyes provoked an instinctive distrust, and his lowering expression and heavy jaw suggested that no nice points of aesthetics would turn him from his purpose, whatever that might be.

His companion was younger: fortyish, Crewe thought. He looked more affable and less capable, though not a whit more trustworthy. Both were well groomed and had easy, not unpleasant, manners.

Crewe was introduced at once. The elder was a Mr James Stowe and the other Sir Richard Moffatt. There was no indication of who they were or what they did, except such as might be deduced from the fact that they spoke only of higher finance. Entrican followed into the room on Crewe’s heels and greeted the visitors as old friends.

Once again there was a delay in the serving of dinner. Then Hearn came in to say that Mrs Harrison had just rung up to say she was sorry she could not be home for dinner. Inquiries revealed the fact that Gloria and Rupert were also out.

Crewe could see that Harrison was annoyed as he apologised to his guests and declared cynically that an occasional stag party was every man’s right.

As on the previous evening, the dinner was admirable as far as food and service went, and the conversation dull to the verge of tears. At least to Crewe it was dull because he understood very little of it. On high finance Harrison laid down the law, Stowe for the most part agreed, Moffatt said very little, and Entrican threw in an occasional word, usually to supply some exact figure which the others knew, or pretended to know, only approximately. No ordinary topics were touched on: books, music, the drama, politics, the international situation (save for its financial ramifications) might never have existed. Indeed, only once Harrison descended to a conventional remark. He said, ‘We’ll soon be going up the river; Henley, you know. You must both come and spend a day or two with us.’ After dinner he took his guests to his library, apparently to go more fully into financial details. Entrican and Crewe were left to fill in the evening as best they could.

‘Who on earth are those two?’ Crewe asked when they had ensconced themselves in Entrican’s lair.

The young man laughed. ‘Oh, they’re big enough pots really. At least Stowe is. Moffatt is his partner. They’re financiers, same as the old man, but they’re minor planets to his sun. They’re all right, both of them. I meet them sometimes at a club I occasionally go to for a spot of play. You must come some night. Not tonight: the old man might want me for something.’

Crewe said he would be delighted, and they spent the remainder of the evening in desultory chatting and reading.
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The next day passed without incident, save that in the evening a more peaceful spirit reigned in the house, owing to Mrs Harrison dining out, Harrison having gone to France, and Entrican to a theatre. Crewe had dinner with Gloria and Rupert. Both were pleasanter than previously. Rupert in particular seemed good-hearted, and Gloria for the time being had lost her grievance.

Entrican looked next morning into the room in which Crewe was at work. ‘Doing anything tonight?’ he inquired. ‘The old man won’t be back and I’m going to that club I mentioned. Care to come?’

‘Love it,’ answered Crewe.

‘Then after dinner I’ll look out for you.’

‘Where is the club?’ Crewe asked as they set off.

‘Not exactly West End,’ Entrican smiled. ‘It’s over a house agency in Brigadier Street off Wardour Street. An old house, but quite comfortable. It’s a small private club, of course, but perfectly regular: registered and licensed and all that.’

‘What do you play?’ Crewe asked curiously.

‘Oh, well, anything you like. Personally I’m fond of a spot of roulette.’

Crewe smiled. His suspicion was confirmed. ‘I can’t join in that,’ he protested. ‘I couldn’t afford it.’

‘You needn’t play if you don’t want to,’ Entrican rejoined easily. ‘It’s quite interesting to look on.’

‘All hopelessly illegal, I suppose? Ever been raided?’

‘Oh, Lord, no! It’s very mild. Technically, I suppose it is against the law, but actually it’s all right. We don’t play for high stakes and no one’s any the worse.’

They presently arrived at the address. The door bore two names, that of the house agents and a small, dirty brass plate with the legend ‘Abruzzi Club’. The door was shut, but Entrican produced a key and they let themselves in.

A faint light from a street lamp shone in through the old-fashioned fanlight and revealed a dirty passage with doors at either side. Entrican tapped an S.O.S.—three short, three long, three short—on one of the doors. It was promptly opened and they entered a small waiting-room. A huge man with the thickened neck and ears of the prize-fighter was in charge. He said ‘Good evening’ to Entrican and looked inquiringly at Crewe. ‘My friend, Mr Crewe,’ said Entrican. The man bowed, took their coats, and unlocking a second door, stood aside for them to pass.

This door opened on a staircase. They mounted it and entered a room which appeared to stretch over the entire first floor. In one corner was a bar with white-coated attendant, and round the walls were spaced armchairs and settees. In the centre were two small roulette tables. Round each of them a knot of people were gathered, while others sat about with drinks.

It was at once obvious to Crewe that the ‘club’ was a highly illegal undertaking, and that if the police were to call, all present would find themselves under arrest. He wondered why Entrican had introduced him, a stranger, without at least a promise that he would keep the secret. Somehow he could scarcely imagine it was mere disinterested kindness, but he could not see what object the young man might have in view.

‘Oh, here’s Jepton,’ came Entrican’s voice behind him. ‘Let me introduce you.’

‘Mr Peter Jepton’ was a young man resembling closely enough Entrican himself. He greeted Crewe with some effusion and immediately suggested a drink.

‘This your first visit to the Abruzzi?’ he asked as they sank into the luxurious corners of a settee.

‘Yes, I never even heard of it until Entrican asked me today. But I’m here under false pretences really. I can’t afford to play.’

Jepton made what might be called a semi-French gesture. ‘Oh, that’s all right,’ he said reassuringly. ‘A lot of us don’t play. I myself only do it very occasionally. I come here to watch. It’s a change, at all events.’

‘I should gamble if I had money enough,’ Crewe declared. ‘I tried it once at Monte and enjoyed it. But I lost everything I staked, and that rather put me off.’

‘You’re bound to if you go on long enough. The thing to do is to stop if you get a stroke of luck.’

‘But nobody does.’

‘That’s it,’ Jepton agreed.

At intervals as they chatted fresh people entered. The room was now well filled. Every seat round the
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