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I

Michael Crispin



  
    Marjorie's uncle was a fat, white-whiskered accountant who was a popular figure at the Bilford Liberal Club. A real good sort, always ready with a joke or a greeting—this was the impression he gave to his numerous friends. Marjorie wondered why these friends had never noticed that her uncle's eyes were small, like a pig's, and set close together; and that even when his pudgy face wrinkled in a genial smile, these eyes remained unsmiling, and as hard as bits of china. She wondered how men who met Samuel Burton every day could avoid seeing his meanness and his basic inhumanity.

    But then they did not have to live with him. Marjorie did. Ever since her parents had died, she had lived in Samuel Burton's little house in Bilford, which is one of South London's lesser-known suburbs. She had had a long first-hand experience of his absolute absorption in himself, his pettiness, and the supreme importance he attached to money.

    Now that Marjorie was twenty and a junior shorthand typist at the Brixton Cardboard Box Works, she was earning 26/- a week. When she had paid for fares, meals at the office canteen and a few necessities, there was not much left; but it all went to her uncle for her keep. From time to time he would remind her, in an indirect way, of the smallness of this amount.

    He was a master of indirectness. If he had been more direct, she would have replied to him that she saved him the cost of a housekeeper. With the help of Mrs Moggridge, she looked after the house in her spare time. Mrs Moggridge, a simple-minded char, loathed Samuel Burton with a simple hatred. Her devotion to Marjorie enabled her to endure Samuel Burton; but it did not prevent her grumbling openly when he came into the room with her. Samuel Burton ignored these expressions of revolt. He was

    prepared to overlook revolt if it saved money, and he underpaid Mrs Moggridge. He also tried to cut her down in other ways.

    "No meals," he would insist. "I refuse to countenance this surreptitious feeding at my expense. I don't expect my employers to feed me as well as pay me."

    However, Marjorie saw to it that Mrs Moggridge got her lunch, even though it involved a weekly wrangle with her uncle, when the housekeeping books came to be settled up, because of the enormous consumption of bread and butter.

    Often Marjorie had been on the verge of throwing in her hand and going to live on her own. She knew of other girls who managed to make do on as little as she earned. But Samuel Burton was sensitive to signs of rebellion in her, and it was just at those moments that he played another card. He became pathetic.

    Marjorie felt certain that the pathos was insincere, and yet, in spite of herself, it touched her. In these moods Samuel Burton painted himself as a lonely, misunderstood old man. Marjorie was the only relative he had living in the world. Tears stood in the hard eyes, and his voice trembled.

    "I know I may be a little difficult, my dear," he would say, "but you must try and overlook it. I've done the best I could for you, and none of us is perfect."

    Yes, perhaps after all he had done the best he could for her. His words reminded Marjorie of the fact that for ten years—ever since her father's death—he had fed, clothed and educated her. He had some claims on her gratitude. Therefore so far, in spite of bitter moods of revolt, she still stayed on. She did not know whether it was weakness or strength in her.

    Perhaps what enabled her to bear it more than anything else was her friendship with Ted. Ted Wainwright was twenty-two and they were going to be married as soon as Ted could afford it. It couldn't be long now. Ted was in the press shop of the Bilford Metal Furniture Company and expected soon to be a foreman. Directly he got the raise they could afford to marry, but not until then, for Ted had his mother to look after.

    While she was with Ted, she forgot about Samuel Burton and the housekeeping books, and the hardships of those earlier years when she had been a lonely schoolgirl in the empty house

    in Bilford Park Avenue. She could look forward to a future spent with Ted. And Ted was looking forward to the day when he could announce to Burton—or "Soapy Sam" as he called him—that Marjorie was leaving. For Ted, from the very first day he had met Samuel Burton, had taken an intense dislike to Marjorie's uncle.

    "I'd give a week's pay to clock that bloke," he had said once, after hearing the tail end of a quarrel with Marjorie about money. "The stingy louse!"

    "I suppose he is hard up," Marjorie had said defensively.

    "Where does he work?" asked Ted sceptically.

    "I don't know. He never tells anyone."

    Ted had stared at her in amazement.

    "Don't know!" he had repeated. "What! You've lived with him all this time and don't know where he works?"

    "No, I don't!"

    Marjorie had become so used to her uncle's secrecy about everything, including his business, that it had ceased to seem odd to her that he had never mentioned his firm's name. He was an accountant; that was all she knew. He had once or twice mentioned his firm's address—a number in Fenchurch Street. Marjorie's answer awoke Ted's curiosity and he began to make enquiries. One day, when in the city, he went to the number in Fenchurch Street, but it had proved a building full of different firms, any one of which might have been Samuel Burton's employers. Marjorie herself had her curiosity roused by Ted's reaction to her confession. Her uncle's reticence was certainly odd, but she knew intuitively that he did not want to be questioned on this subject, and that to do so would only cause a quarrel. Marjorie avoided quarrels with her uncle, for there was something icy and hateful about Samuel Burton in a rage, which made the few people who had roused it anxious not to rouse it again.

    The discovery made Ted curious about anything connected with Marjorie's uncle. A point which puzzled Ted was that Burton, in spite of his meanness, cultivated the Liberal Club, his Masonic Lodge and various other expensive social activities. Of course, if he could make a joke or a kind word do instead of a drink or a donation, he did so; but, none the less, he had managed to build up a reputation in Bilford life as a benevolent, hail-fellow-

    well-met businessman. In the course of a year, this must have cost him something. It was true that these friends were skin deep. He never went to their houses or entertained them at his own, using his bachelorhood as an excuse. But why did he trouble to be convivial at all? Were there two contradictory sides to his nature? Ted gave him up after a time as an insoluble problem, but his discoveries did not make him any fonder of the pudgy little accountant with the ready smile and the hard eyes.

    Soon after, Marjorie's growing revolt flared up into a crisis. It happened one Saturday afternoon when, after paying the tradesmen, Marjorie went to her uncle with the housekeeping books. Samuel Burton gave a hollow groan as his eyes skimmed the total. His eyes fixed hers with a hard stare.

    "Look at this," he said, "two pounds of butter! What do you do with it? Put it on your hair?"

    "No, Uncle," said Marjorie, suppressing a desire to throw the books at him. "We can't manage with less."

    "We must manage with less," replied her uncle, striking the table with his fist. "Do you realise what this house costs me—rent, rates, lighting, heating, cleaning, food, repairs and furniture? Do you think I'm a millionaire?"

    "No, I'm not likely to make that mistake," replied Marjorie sharply.

    To her surprise, the sharpness in her tone had the effect of softening him.

    "I see. You think I'm mean," he answered sadly. "I suppose it was my meanness that made me look after you when your mother died, and bring you up and have you educated."

    "You know I'm grateful for that," answered Marjorie.

    "Well, you choose an odd way of showing it," said Mr Burton plaintively. He pushed the housekeeping books aside. "Don't you think it's about time you started trying to stand on your own feet?"

    "What do you mean?" asked Marjorie, surprised. "I've got a job."

    Mr Burton smiled paternally. "Come, dear, you can't imagine you're earning your living with a 26-shillings-a-week salary. My dear girl, try to take life more seriously—for your own good.

    After all, I'm not a strong man. I might pop off some day." Mr Burton tapped his chest about the region of his heart. "How do you think you'll manage then? You're rising twenty now; you're a clever girl; you oughtn't to be content simply to brew tea in an office and tap the typewriter occasionally. You ought to show initiative!"

    For a moment Marjorie was unable to reply to this attack, which was all the more difficult to meet because it was so unexpected. Then, with her cheeks burning, she got up.

    "Very well," she said in a strangled voice. "Give me a week, and I won't be a burden to you any longer!"

    Without waiting for a reply she rushed out of the room, and experienced the limited satisfaction to be obtained from slamming a door really hard.

    Left to himself, Mr Burton became calmer and gazed meditatively at the housekeeping books, flipping them over with his fingers. There was a queer expression of self-satisfaction on his face. Then he got up and went to his desk. Taking a key from his watch chain, he unlocked the bottom drawer. From this he pulled out a bottle of cognac and poured a small portion of it reverently into a broad bellmouthed glass, which he took from the same hiding place. An unusual expression of benevolence suffused Mr Burton's countenance as he sipped the cognac with the air of a connoisseur. Then, putting the brandy away, he walked carefully into the scullery and rinsed the glass. He replaced it with the brandy bottle, locked up the desk again, opened the top drawer and took out some account books. Presently he was immersed in what were evidently complicated calculations.

    * * *

    Meanwhile her uncle's words had aroused in Marjorie a cold fury of determination. She was resolved to get at once a better job and not only leave him, but also pay him back for the money he had spent in the past on her upbringing. This repayment would appeal to him strongly, she thought, and would also give her the right to cut short his appeals and reproaches. In return, she would be able to do a little frank speaking.

    The immediate problem, however, was how to get a better job, and get it quickly. And even more urgent was the problem of breaking with her uncle. She was determined not to stay any longer in his house. Her first impulse was to wait and tell Ted that evening. But then, she knew what his immediate reaction would be: first, to go and have a stand-up quarrel with her uncle; second, to insist that they get married at once, whatever the difficulties. The first wouldn't be fair to her uncle—at least until she'd paid him back. The second wouldn't be fair to Ted. She must settle this on her own. After all, she told herself, it was only her silly pride. Lots of girls would just grin and bear it. She had accepted her uncle's hospitality and that was the end of it. But she couldn't grin and bear it. Years of stifled bitterness and resentment surged up within her. If it killed her, she'd get a better job.

    Unfortunately her qualifications were few. The education about which her uncle so often spoke had not included anything but the barest essentials, certainly none of the accomplishments that would enable her to demand skilled wages.

    It was at this moment she took a resolution. The minute she took it, she knew it had been at the back of her mind all the time. This was how the resolution had come there. A few days before she had had a strange experience. She had been sitting in a tea shop in Bilford High Street, waiting for Ted to meet her, when two people had come in, a man and a woman, and sat down near her. Almost as soon as the man sat down, he half turned to her, and looked at her with an expression as if he expected her to recognise him. But she felt sure she had never seen his face before. It was a face one was not likely to forget in a hurry either—a strange, curiously shapeless yellow face, with full red lips—a face that would have been repulsive, if it were not for the eyes. Large, and of an unusual brilliance, these eyes had long black lashes which gave them a depth and beauty that seemed out of place in a man's face. They seemed utterly out of place in the shapeless yellow face of this particular man.

    As she waited for Ted, she noticed that the man's eyes repeatedly moved to her face. As Marjorie was pretty and went about a good deal alone, she was used to being stared at by men. But she realised at once that this man's stare was not the ordinary ogling

    of the woman chaser. Apart from the fact that he was accompanied by a woman, there was a cold, curiously disinterested quality about the stare that guaranteed its honesty.

    "He mistakes me for someone else he knows," she told herself.

    Then, to her surprise, the woman who was with the man came over to her table. She was a woman in the thirties, with dull hair and tired, drawn features. She spoke in a harsh metallic voice; but she had a kind smile.

    "Excuse me," she said with an embarrassed air, "could I possibly ask your name? My brother feels sure he knows a close relative of yours."

    "Why, certainly," said Marjorie. "My name is Marjorie Easton."

    The woman seemed a little disappointed. "I see. Have you ever heard of someone called Renée de Varennes?"

    "Never," answered Marjorie with conviction.

    "Then my brother was mistaken," admitted the woman. She hesitated for a moment and then, as if making a decision, sat down on the vacant chair opposite Marjorie.

    "You'll probably think we are a very odd couple. But we both believe in acting on impulse, as it is called, and I have not often found my brother's intuition is wrong. He has been very strongly affected by you. It is not only that you bear a likeness to someone for whom he has a great respect, but he feels that you resemble her in other ways."

    "I don't quite follow," said Marjorie, on her guard, and unable to make out what the woman was driving at.

    "I mean, my dear, that you may have talents of which you are not aware. I know I am seeming very rude and personal, but what is your occupation?"

    "I'm a typist," replied Marjorie, beginning to suspect that both of them were a little mad.

    "Exactly. Well, you may not be aware of it, but you have a very unusual face. Does it occur to you that you may be wasting your powers?"

    Suddenly an idea occurred to Marjorie. The name Renée de Varennes vaguely suggested a film star, and now it occurred to her that this man with the dead face and the live eyes might be a film producer. Marjorie herself, ever since she had realised she

    was slightly better looking than the run of other girls, had had a secret desire to go on the films. This desire had gradually receded as she reached years of discretion and became more realistic and practical; but it still lay dormant, and now it gave a flicker.

    "I had often thought of going on the films," she confessed. "But you haven't a chance unless you've got a pull of some kind."

    The other woman burst out laughing. Then, seeing Marjorie's face fall, she said kindly, "No, my dear, we've nothing to do with the films. And, to be perfectly candid, I doubt if you would be successful. You're altogether too frank and simple to be a good actress. You're very pretty, as I expect plenty of people have told you, but it wasn't your looks that impressed my brother. They're not so uncommon after all. It was an idea that you have rarer gifts. Have you ever wanted to draw or write books?"

    "Never," answered Marjorie, feeling out of her depth again.

    The woman nodded thoughtfully. "No, perhaps it wouldn't come out that way. It really only strengthens our opinion. My dear, I expect you already think I'm quite mad, so I won't say any more than this. If you're contented to be as you are at present, well, that shows that all is as it should be. What things will be, they must be. But if ever you feel discontented, if ever you feel you are wasting yourself, then I want you to come to us. That's all." She opened her bag and drew out an oblong card. "Here's my brother's address. Remember! Don't come to us unless you feel you really want to develop a side of yourself that isn't developed yet."

    Before she could answer, the woman had returned to her table, and from that moment the pair did not look at her again, except that the woman gave her a distant smile as they went out. Meanwhile Marjorie studied the card thoughtfully:

    MICHAEL CRISPIN,

    7, Belmont Avenue Kensington London.

    The name conveyed nothing to her. All the same, she put the card carefully in her bag.

    A few minutes later, Ted came in. For some strange reason Marjorie, who hitherto had shared every secret with Ted, did not tell him about this conversation. For one thing, she knew that Ted would at once put the worst possible construction on it, and perhaps go over to the pair and be rude. She herself felt certain that whatever motive lay behind the strange conversation, it was nothing sinister.

    But perhaps the real feeling that kept her silent was the instinctive knowledge that, directly she told Ted, his sturdy common sense would make the whole adventure seem nonsense. He would dismiss it with some damning phrase, and his common sense, as she knew from past experience, was terribly convincing. But there was something about this incident which made Marjorie particularly anxious not to have it withered in the cold blast of common sense. The belief that these two people had seen something unusual and glamorous about her, something no one had ever noticed before, made her cling to the memory of the incident. She did not intend of course to go any farther, but it was amusing to turn it over in her mind, and wonder what it was about her face that struck them. Once she caught herself regarding her face searchingly in the mirror, trying to see something new and undeveloped in the familiar features.

    "Good lord, I am getting foolish," she told herself firmly, turning away. And for a time she really had put the incident out of her mind.

    But now, in her sudden gust of dissatisfaction this Saturday, the memory of the incident returned. She took out the card from the corner of the drawer where she had put it and looked at it thoughtfully. After all, perhaps something might come of a visit to Crispin. It couldn't possibly do her any harm, if she merely called to find out what was on their minds, and did not commit herself. As it happened, she was not meeting Ted till nine o'clock that evening, so even after the week-end's shopping had been done, she would have three or four spare hours. She would go up to Kensington and see the owner of the card. But she would ask for his sister, Miss Crispin, she supposed, unless perhaps the sister was married.

    The house in Belmont Avenue was a small but pleasant house with a shiny black front door and a chromium-painted knocker. Marjorie asked for Miss Crispin and gave her own name. There seemed to be no difficulties. She waited for a moment in the hall, and then the woman she had seen in the restaurant came down the stairs. She did not seem surprised. On the contrary, she fixed Marjorie's eyes with a calm stare and then took her hand and pressed it warmly.

    "My brother felt sure you would come today," she said quietly. "He was, in fact, expecting you. Would you please come and see him?"

    Marjorie was so taken aback by the calmness with which Miss Crispin made this unexpected statement, that she said nothing, and followed her into a strangely furnished room. The walls were covered with a kind of black, velvety paper, and there was a thick black carpet which went up to the skirting. The ceiling was painted with a deep tone of grey. In the centre of the room was a large table, with a red lacquer top poised on spidery, chromium-plated legs. The windows were covered with thick black velvet curtains which were drawn across, although it was still light outside, and the room was lit only by an unusual system of concealed lighting which was let into the ceiling. Even before her eyes fell on Crispin, her attention was attracted by a heavy black curtain with silver embroidery, which cut off a corner of the room and formed a kind of small inner room.

    Crispin was seated at a small black ebony desk, and it was curious that, although his back was towards her, the figure seemed completely familiar. He got up at once and faced her. As he took her hand and said a word of greeting, she re-experienced the strange sensation she had felt in the restaurant when she had first seen him. As before, it was his eyes which affected her, with their keen, disinterested, brilliant stare. He did not smile as he greeted her, and this solemnity, which she afterwards discovered was characteristic of him, impressed her as if the meeting was of special importance. No doubt the atmosphere of the room rein-

    forced the sensation. It gave her a stuffy, closed-in feeling in which even details seemed significant.

    "Your sister told me you were expecting me," Marjorie began, in a silence that followed their first few words. "I don't quite understand that. I only made up my mind to come and see you this afternoon."

    Crispin waved this aside. "Often our mind is made up before we realise it. Your mind was made up when my sister spoke to you in the restaurant. It was only a matter of time for you to act on it, and I calculated it would take a week."

    Marjorie felt annoyed at his cool assumption that he knew her mind better than she did herself. "Actually I intended not to come, but something unexpected happened today which made me change my mind."

    "That, Miss Easton, is what psychologists call rationalisation.

    "But I see I have annoyed you," he added, with a note of gentle humility in his voice. "Please forgive me. If you are going to work with me, you will find I have an odd knack of sensing the way other people's minds work. You see, we all have large undeveloped sides of our minds and personalities which are hidden from ourselves, but which we therefore turn to other people. I happen to be particularly sensitive to those sides in other people."

    "You'll have plenty of examples of that, if you stay with us," interjected Miss Crispin. "You may find it a little unnerving at first."

    Marjorie felt the two were making an attempt to commit her to some arrangement in advance.

    "I think there must be some misunderstanding," she said. "You speak of my staying here. But I only came to ask why you spoke to me in the way you did. I hesitated a good deal before coming at all."

    Miss Crispin smiled. "Michael," she said, "I'm afraid you are alarming Miss Easton. Please try to be a little more normal."

    Crispin turned and regarded his sister for a moment with a faint air of resentment. He fiddled nervously with a button on his jacket. Marjorie, who had a habit of noticing irrelevant details, suddenly saw the contrast between his long thin fingers and the short, almost deformed thumb.

    "Quite right, Bella," he answered. "I'm sorry, Miss Easton, I'm being very rude. I'd better leave you to tell me in your own way why you came here." His words made Marjorie feel awkward and very young.

    "Well, I'm only a junior typist, at present, and not earning much," she explained. "And I want to get a better job. Your speaking to me in the way you did made me think that perhaps you could suggest something. Of course I don't know what you had in mind. It was only a chance shot, coming here. Really I've no right to trouble you——"

    "You've every right, Miss Easton," broke in Crispin solemnly.

    Marjorie resented the intimate, emotionally charged style in which Crispin spoke to her. She couldn't exactly accuse him of being too familiar. His manner was too formal and solemn. It was rather his assumption of a complete sympathy with her that ruffled her feelings. It was made more irritating by the shrewdness he had shown so far. It was true that she had made up her mind to accept the invitation from the time Miss Crispin had spoken to her. It was equally true that, although she had ostensibly come asking for advice, she had secretly hoped that Crispin would be able to employ her for whatever gifts he saw in her. But it was annoying to have it openly proclaimed. It made her feel as she used to do in front of her headmistress at school—at a disadvantage socially and intellectually.

    Crispin nodded.

    "Your powers aren't being realised in your present job. You're quite right: you should have a better one. My sister and I are research workers. We need an assistant. That is the task for which I believe you have special powers."

    This was an acute disappointment. Marjorie had visualised various possible jobs or careers that might be offered her by Crispin. The room she had just entered, with its general arty appearance, had suggested that Crispin might be a painter. On the other hand, the lighting had put it into her mind that he might be a photographer. Perhaps he wanted a model, she had thought, and while she was determined to refuse the offer, the idea of anything so much out of the rut was in itself romantic. There seemed nothing romantic about being assistant to a research worker.

    "I'm afraid I couldn't help you at all there," she answered. "I haven't any scientific knowledge."

    Brother and sister exchanged a smile. "The branch of science with which we deal is one about which little is known at present," Crispin explained. "Your ignorance would be less a handicap than you think. In any case, that's my risk, really, isn't it?"

    "Well, I shall have to give up my present job," pointed out Marjorie practically. "And it isn't so easy to get another if you find out after all that I'm not satisfactory."

    Crispin frowned. "Oh, if you're worried about security of tenure, I'm prepared to give you a three months' trial. After that, say, a month's notice on either side. That will give us both ample time to see that we are suited to each other."

    "That sounds fair enough," admitted Marjorie. "But what would the salary be? You see that's really why I want another job. I'm not earning enough to live on at present."

    Crispin's slight frown changed to a look of annoyance. "I refuse to regard money as an important relation between human beings," he said angrily. "Why not settle the more important things first?" He got to his feet and, with a swift, catlike tread, walked out of the room. In spite of his evident annoyance, he closed the door quietly behind him.

    Marjorie stared at Miss Crispin, too astonished to speak.

    Miss Crispin smiled at her reassuringly. "I'm afraid my brother is sensitive and therefore seems odd to you. You will soon get used to him. He can't bear the idea of people working for him for money, or indeed of their working at all for money. It revolts him, he says. He feels that no one ought to work except to express themselves in some way. Money oughtn't to enter into it."

    "Well, after all, we've got to live," said Marjorie. "And one has to have money to live. The world would be much easier if it weren't so, but there it is."

    "Yes, my dear, of course. It's just that Michael feels we all ought to live only for something worth while. He often says we might as well die as live only to live. Please don't misunderstand him. He didn't mean to be rude. He felt in your case that you weren't expressing your full possibilities in your present job. He said that you had a discontented, suffering look. Of course he exaggerates

    these things," she added, seeing Marjorie's expression, "so when you raised the question of money, he was a little upset."

    "Well, I'm sorry, but money is more important to me than it evidently is to him."

    "Naturally. It is to any of us. Michael, you see, is a genius. I really believe that, Miss Easton. And you must allow for the ways of genius. He works because he loves his work; it is his life; and he expects everyone else to do the same. Even the servants in the house here he regards as fellow workers. I simply daren't discuss their wages with him; he'd be hurt and upset. He leaves it all to me. The odd thing is, that after they've been with him a little, they get into his way of thinking and regard him as a fellow worker, not as an employer."

    "Well, I'm sorry," said Marjorie awkwardly, "but I've simply got to think of wages, because I've no money except what I earn."

    "I understand," interrupted Miss Crispin hastily. "Please don't think my brother grudges parting with money. He never even thinks about it. He's the most generous soul alive. If it weren't for me, he'd have given away all his money years ago. He has no sense of its value at all. Of course, you'll get a salary in the ordinary way, but it is always left to me to settle such practical details. I'm not a clever person at all. You'll find me quite easy to get on with. And so let's get down to business. I suggest you start at five guineas a week."

    The suggestion astounded Marjorie. She felt she ought to protest, for she knew that her services could not be worth that. As she struggled with her conscience, Miss Crispin apparently misinterpreted her silence.

    "I see you're still a little doubtful about us. Well, that's quite natural. But I assure you that I look after my brother's affairs in a perfectly businesslike manner. You needn't be afraid that wages won't be paid regularly or anything like that."

    She opened the ebony desk. "I'll give you a little note confirming the engagement now, if you will accept."

    "Yes, I shall be glad to try, if you do realise that I have had no experience except office work. I hope I shall be as useful as you hope."

    Now that she had followed it up, the incident seemed to have

    lost most of its romance and become just a job. But as a job it was something to be grateful for.

    "When can you begin? The earlier the better."

    "Next week," said Marjorie. "I only have to give a week's notice."

    "Good! Then I will draft the letter engaging you accordingly. And in case you still have any doubt, I'd better give you the first month's wages in advance. After that, wages will be paid weekly in arrears in the usual way. Of course, you understand that you will have to live in?"

    "No," said Marjorie, surprised, "I didn't. In fact I don't think I could do that."

    "I'm afraid it's essential. You see my brother works at all kinds of odd times, and he couldn't possibly keep to steady office hours. Sometimes he works in the evenings, sometimes in the day. You'll have more time off actually than the average office worker, but it won't always be in the evenings."

    This seemed reasonable, and, after all, living in made her salary seem even larger.

    "Well, I think I can manage it," she said.

    "That's excellent. By the way, how old are you?"

    "Twenty."

    "Then I think you had better get your father's permission," said Miss Crispin. "Could you bring a little note with you in writing?"

    "My parents are dead," Marjorie explained. "I live with my uncle."

    "I see. Well, if he's acting as your guardian, you must bring permission from him. That's all, my dear; and I hope you'll be happy with us. I'm sure you'll be a very valuable addition to our household."

    Miss Crispin rose from the desk, took some notes from a drawer in a cabinet, and put them in an envelope with the letter engaging her.

    "I suppose you will want a reference?"

    Miss Crispin shook her head and smiled. "No, child, your face is your reference. You can fake one but not the other."

    As Marjorie was about to leave, she found courage to put the

    question that had been puzzling her ever since their first meeting.

    "Who was that woman you asked me about when we first met?" she said. "Renée something or other? The one you said I resembled."

    Miss Crispin looked a little disconcerted.

    "She was a great genius and a very fine soul," she answered hesitantly. "I'll explain more when I see you next. She has been a great inspiration to my brother."

    Marjorie went home with the uneasy realisation that she had two difficult tasks before her—to break the news to Ted, and to get her uncle's permission. The fact that she would have to live in with the Crispins would make both tasks more difficult. But she was buoyed up by her elation at the size of the salary, and by her curiosity about the strange couple. None of the ordinary humdrum people she had met at Bilford had any resemblance to them. Her job might prove difficult, but it was unlikely to be dull.

    Marjorie now realised that by not telling Ted about the restaurant episode, she had unnecessarily complicated her task. One lie always leads to another, and she decided that she would omit the unorthodox and romantic parts of her story, when telling it to Ted and her uncle, and say that she had been answering an advertisement for a research worker. She felt a little guilty about deceiving Ted, but found comfort in the thought that it was for his own good.

    As she expected, Ted was doubtful about the new job. He was particularly suspicious about the phrase "research worker."

    "It must be some kind of research," he said reasonably. "Didn't you ask what kind?"

    "No," she admitted. "I was too pleased with getting the job."

    Ted laughed.

    "You are a chump! Didn't this Crispin fellow give you any hint about the kind of work you're to do?"

    "No, he didn't."

    "Then he must be as big a fool as you are. It's the funniest thing I ever heard of," he said, chewing the end of his pipe thoughtfully. "You'll probably find the fellow's crazy, and you're expected to look after him. He can't be sane—offering five guineas without

    telling you what the job is, or finding out whether you can do it."

    "Don't be so mean, Ted," she answered defensively. "I don't see why he mightn't be a bit unusual without being crazy."

    "I don't like this living in and working at all hours of the day either. I suppose that means you won't be able to see me evenings."

    "No, it won't, Ted. It's only that some evenings I may have to stay in. I'll probably have more time off than I do at present. You know I can never get away before nine because of uncle's dinner."

    "Oh well, let's hope so. It beats me, though, why you're getting such a high salary. It's more than I shall get as foreman. I don't see how you can be worth that. It sounds fishy to me."

    "I know," she said, deciding it would be more tactful to agree with him. It would be rather awkward, earning more than he did. "It probably won't last long. Luckily I know I've always got you to fall back on. I wouldn't risk it otherwise."

    "That's right," he assented, brightening a little. "But how's Uncle going to take it?"

    "I don't know. I'm afraid he may be against it."

    "Well, don't you stand his nonsense. Would you like me to speak to him?"

    "No, thanks!" said Marjorie hastily. "I think I can manage him alone."

    Uncle Samuel, in fact, proved to be very much against it.

    "It's preposterous," he said at once. "What do we know about this man? He might be a white-slave trader."

    "Don't be absurd, Uncle," replied Marjorie heatedly.

    "Kindly remember I'm your legal guardian, and a good deal older and more experienced than you are," said Samuel Burton. "I am in loco parentis. I feel that this is a most undesirable job, and I think I should forbid you to take it."

    "But, Uncle, you told me only yesterday that I ought to get a better-paid job. Here's one more than three times what I'm getting now."

    Samuel Burton paused. He found it difficult to dismiss summarily a job with five guineas a week attached to it. Money was money, wherever it came from.

    "It's absurd," he said at last. "You can't possibly be worth that. I shan't give you the permission unless Crispin comes here and tells me frankly the whole story, and why he offers such a ridiculous salary. There must be something behind it."

    "But you can't expect him to do that," replied Marjorie indignantly. "No employer would."

    "Then he won't become your employer, that's flat," answered Uncle Samuel with great self-satisfaction. "I have my duty to your poor mother. That comes before everything."

    Almost crying with irritation, Marjorie went round to explain the situation to Miss Crispin. To her surprise she found the woman understanding and sympathetic.

    "Of course, it's no use asking Michael to go round," she said. "He wouldn't dream of doing so, and if he did, he'd only be rude. But I'll go round myself and see your uncle."

    "Uncle can be very difficult," Marjorie warned her.

    "I'm used to managing difficult people," replied Miss Crispin, with an expression which gave a momentary touch of hardness to her kindly face.

    Miss Crispin called next evening and spent an hour in conversation with her uncle. What took place at the interview she never knew, but when she went in, her uncle was looking sulky. Miss Crispin was sitting opposite him with a quiet smile. He nodded in her direction.

    "Well, I've been persuaded to let you give this job a trial," he said ungraciously, "but I must say my feeling is against it. You're only a young girl, and it's a responsible position. You still want to take it, knowing my feelings?"

    "Yes, of course," said Marjorie decidedly, receiving a reassuring nod from Miss Crispin.

    "Very well, then. You can go. I wash my hands of it."

    A week afterwards Marjorie left for Belmont Avenue; and a new life began for her.

  





  
II

Voices of the Dead



  
    Marjorie arrived in the evening at Belmont Avenue with her belongings. She had dinner with Miss Crispin, a quiet meal during which they said little. Crispin was not there. After the meal, Miss Crispin rose. "I expect you will want to go to your room and unpack," she said. "When you have finished, you can either sit in your room, or come down to me in the sitting room, whichever you prefer. Remember, you are one of the family now! Please be ready with your notebook and pencil tomorrow morning. We shall be starting some important work."

    Marjorie spent the evening in her room, slept soundly, and got up next morning with a feeling of expectancy. She had no forethought of the emotional confusion the day would bring.

    "At last," she thought, "I shall know what my job is."

    She dressed herself carefully in a simple dress she had brought for work. After making sure that she looked sufficiently businesslike, she went downstairs and, as arranged with Miss Crispin at breakfast, went with her into the room in which she had first interviewed her employer. The time arranged had been eleven o'clock. If her working day always began as late at this, she was not likely to be overworked!

    She was surprised to find that there were several other people in the room and that the lights were dimmed. As the thick curtains were still drawn across, it was half dark in the room and she could hardly make out the other occupants. There were four of them, two men and two women, and they looked at her with curiosity as she came in. Miss Crispin introduced her to them briefly.

    "This is our new assistant, Miss Easton."

    Marjorie sat down, at Miss Crispin's request, at the ebony desk. She had an inexplicable feeling of suspicion and unrest.

    There was definitely a strange atmosphere in the room. Why was Crispin not there, and who were these visitors? It was absurd to be uneasy, and yet Marjorie wished for a moment that she had made more enquiry before she took the job. What was it all about? Why were the lights dimmed? Why was there something conspiratorial in the way everyone sat round and waited?

    However, after she had looked at the visitors more closely, she felt easier. Two of them, at least, were reassuring. One was a man whom she judged to be a professional man—probably a lawyer. He was dressed in a well-cut black coat and striped trousers, and wore a flower in his buttonhole. He was silver haired, but could not be old, for his face was still pink and firm. His grey eyes rested on hers with a curious, almost ironical twinkle, which reassured her, although he did not say anything. Beside her sat a middle-aged woman, with a wrinkled, jovial face, like a russet pippin, who was engrossed in knitting an enormous coloured scarf as Marjorie came in. As soon as Marjorie had been introduced, she gave her a nod and a smile and then started knitting again.

    Miss Crispin walked over to the girl and laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

    "You are going to see many strange things this morning, Miss Easton," she said, "things that may seem to you odd and even unpleasant. But you must try to regard them in a cold-blooded, scientific manner—simply as experiments. I want you to note down all that takes place here this morning—particularly all that my brother says. Take it verbatim if possible, but I warn you he sometimes speaks rather fast. You must also note down any actions or events that seem to you important. Don't try to interpret them; simply put them down as they seem to you to happen. You will find it difficult at first, no doubt. Perhaps I ought to have prepared you; but frankly it seemed to both of us better to let you begin without any prejudices."

    Marjorie was more puzzled than ever by these remarks. She could only nod and open her book, her pencil poised ready. Then Miss Crispin moved silently to the wall and clicked a switch.

    The already dim lights went completely out. The room was lit only by a single red lamp placed over the heavy silver-embroidered curtain which shut off a corner of the room.

    A dead silence followed this action. No one spoke or moved. After a few minutes, however, of what seemed an endless silence, one or two of the visitors started to move and cough. They seemed to be settling down for a long wait. The middle-aged lady, who had stopped knitting directly the lights went out, resumed it again, holding the work close to her face in order to see in the dim red light. The click of the needles sounded strangely loud in the darkened room. The red light suggested photography to Marjorie, and she wondered if they were about to witness a television experiment.

    Just when the silence and the waiting had become oppressive, it was broken by a sudden cry, an almost bestial groan, as if from someone in pain. She jumped to her feet, frightened, but Miss Crispin moved instantly to her side and placed a hand on her shoulder. "All right, Miss Easton. Don't be alarmed." The words and the calmness of the visitors reassured her. Whatever was the cause of the cry, it was not unexpected by them. The groans suddenly rose to short, staccato screams, and were mingled with a hoarse, sobbing breathing. Marjorie felt the hair rise on her skin. The sounds were surely not human, and yet they were not animal; they seemed subhuman. There was an angry, muffled quality about them. Just when they seemed unbearable they stopped abruptly, and were followed by a curious gabbling noise. By now she had realised that whatever the sounds were, they were coming from behind the curtain.

    "She's coming quickly today," said a man near her—a melancholy middle-aged man with horn-rimmed spectacles and a black moustache. He spoke as if everything was happening according to plan. Maybe, thought Marjorie, this was some kind of test of her psychology. Perhaps it was a gramophone record. She suppressed her growing doubts with an effort and opened her book again. She ought to do her job. She made a note of the time, of the groans, and of the remark of the man in the horn-rimmed spectacles.

    The noises stopped. Miss Crispin got suddenly to her feet and walked over to the silver-embroidered curtain. She paused in front of it a moment, listening, and then drew it back.

    Marjorie was astounded to see the bound figure of a man

    seated on a chair. The head was bowed forward, and the white cloth bandages were passed round legs, arms and waist so as to tie him firmly to the chair. A white cloth was over his head.

    As Marjorie watched, the man gave a jerk, a kind of convulsive twitch, and his head rolled back. The cloth was shaken off part of his face and she realised that it was Crispin. His expression was completely changed. The face, coloured by the red rays of the light, had not only become more shapeless, but had also softened. It looked oddly feminine, like the face of an old woman. The cloth which had slipped back from his face but still covered his hair, like an old woman's cap, helped the illusion. Marjorie was struck by his eyes, which did not seem the eyes of the same person. They were focussed on a point in mid-air, about two feet away from him and five feet from the ground—yet there was nothing there. The eyes were absolutely devoid of expression, as cold and staring as fishes' eyes.

    And now she realised what was happening, and cursed her stupidity for not understanding earlier. This was merely a spiritualist's séance and Crispin was a medium. At first the normal person's instinctive aversion for the abnormal made her in half a mind to walk out. But her sense of curiosity had been roused, and she stayed where she was, and presently her aversion evaporated. She had no prejudice against spiritualism as such. After all, there might be something in it, and she had known people who believed in it and told her that it was a thing in which a good many scientists were interested. In that sense, perhaps, it could be described as a form of scientific research, and the Crispins had not exactly deceived her. They had told her it was a form of research about which little was known, and for that reason they had not required any experience from her.

    Crispin was evidently a wealthy man. This was a hobby and there could therefore be no question of trickery or exploiting the credulity of others. The kind of people who were here—the silver-haired man and the woman with the knitting—was a proof of that. She was there as an employee—and a well-paid one at that. Remembering this, she turned over a page in her book and made a further note. Her feelings of suspicion had given place to interest. Was it after all possible that something real and tangible, some

    outside influence, was producing the extraordinary changes she could see in Crispin? His drooling babble had given place to a clear articulation. This startled her. For there could not be the least doubt that it was a woman's voice issuing from Crispin's lax red lips, which hardly seemed to move as the words streamed through them, clearly and precisely shaped. With this thin feminine voice, Crispin's coarse, yellowish features became even more feminine in looks. It was almost as if a woman had taken Crispin's place and, dressed in man's clothes, now sat in the chair.
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