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  Chapter One


  A Man with Red Hair
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  FOR the last time that evening the weary chorus swooped on to the stage. Like a flock of birds, you ought to be, the producer had told
  themthats the reaction you should arouse in your audiencea flock of birds. Pretty birds, indeed, thought the exhausted, underpaid chorus, joining their hands
  above their heads, twirling on toes encased in shoes that wouldnt bear a very close inspection, noticing drearily how tarnished the other girls spangles were and wondering if their
  own were as bad, how rents had been mended in the short pink frills that stood outlike a flower, of course, that was the producer againfrom their tired bodies. Round and round,
  slipping and swaying, with bright mechanical smiles, turning with artificial gaiety to greet the male chorus who came pouring out of the wings on the other side of the stage, a group of young men
  in badly-fitting frock coats, wearing grey tall hats that they doffed with a dashing air as they galloped into view and threaded their way between the girls. Swinging their hats in one hand,
  throwing up their heels to display patent leather boots and white spats, covering dear knew what aching feet, what bunions and what corns, round and round they went, in and out, chasing, recoiling,
  posturing, enacting all the sickening mimicry of young men in love. Surreptitiously they glanced at their wrist watches. Thirty-two minutes past ten. Another thirteen minutes of this. On again,
  then in and out, clap your hands, throw up your heels. And you, girls, hands on hips that arent for the most part quite so slender as they used to be, defy your lovers, inveigle them,
  intrigue them, until the blessed hour of 10.45, when the curtain will go down for the last time and you can go home.
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  Constance Fayle (Mrs. Harold Fraser in private life), thought this was the very worst show shed ever been in, and that was saying a good deal. She herself was dancing in
  front of the double line of the chorus, who were now beginning to bang balloons about. This was the moment when the audience was supposed to be entranced, delighted, so much one with the actors
  that the whole theatre was infected by their gaiety. There wasnt, thought Constance cynically, any noticeable enthusiasm in any part of the house. Nearly half empty too. There were great
  blocks of empty seats even in the cheap parts. And practically no applause. Well, what could you expect? The man who put this on must have been mad. Thank God this was Thursday night and the damned
  thing came off on Saturday. Not that she had much cause for rejoicing really. Nothing else in prospect, and she knew what that meant: traipsing round to offices, knowing in advance thered be
  nothing that would suit you, and even if there was thered be a hundred other girls after it, taking care how you sat down so no one should see what the soles of your shoes were like,
  painting and darning and patching, giving your only coat a good run round with Thawpit before you started, then walking up and down in the fresh air to get some of the smell off. Her last white
  gloves had splitgoodness knew where shed get any more. And the mechanical smiles, that air of assurance one automatically donnedas if, of course, managers were simply falling
  over one another to give one a jobthe surprised lift of the eyebrows when a conscienceless young man, generally a Jew, said, Nothing to-day. May want a crowd to go to Brighton next
  week. Oh, no, not a speaking part. One thingshe set her teeth fiercelyshe wasnt going back to the chorus. She knew what that meant. Youd never get out again.
  Twenty-eight shillings a week and rooms you were afraid to sleep in, with the sort of beds that had to be poked. Besides, after all these years . . .


  Insensibly her step had slackened; she no longer twirled with her bright meaningless gaiety the painted folly that she carried and whose bells rang shrilly when he was whirled over the head.


  An audible comment from the sparsely-populated stalls reached her: They dont even take any interest in it themselves. Look at that girl in front!


  Automatically she stiffened, recovered the rhythm of the dance, nodded and postured and insinuated.


  You couldnt have the audience saying that kind of thing. But if they had any sense, any human compassion at all, any degree of imagination, they must realise how deadly sick one would get
  of this meaningless nonsense. The words of the inane song filled the house:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Its a Musical Comedy Crime,


              The conductor cant keep time,


              
                
                  
                    
                      The dancings bad


                      And the chorus mad,

                    

                  

                

              


              And the songs dont even rhyme,


              And yet for some reason Im


              Having a marvellous time . . .

            

          

        

      

    

  


  Nobody believed that anyhow. You couldnt be having a marvellous time, not in that theatre, listening to that piece. And it was far too uncomfortable for you to be able to
  sleep with any ease. And, anyway, why pay to sleep on a hard seat when you could sleep comfortably at home for nothing?


  She looked over the stalls, up to the dress circle, up higher still to the grand circle and the gallery behind them. Already they were beginning to powder their noses, pull on their hats,
  examine themselves in square inches of mirror. Damned cheek, thought Constance, almost in tears. Couldnt they have the decency to wait till the end, give them a bit of applause, if it was
  only for the look of the thing? It didnt do a girl any good to get known as having just left the latest flop. Then, down in the auditorium, not occupying a seat but leaning against the wall,
  talking idly to the programme girl, she noticed a man who, she was sure, had only recently arrived. You always looked at the stalls carefully during the first and second acts, and in such a motley
  crowd a man of his bearing and position couldnt well have been overlooked. Besides, he had such conspicuous dark reddish hair, curling a bit. Be sure he hadnt come here just to pass
  the time. He wouldnt be out at Silvers Green, anyhow, in a theatre whose stalls only cost five-and-nine, if he hadnt some ulterior motive. Hope, ridiculous, glowing, assertive, leaped
  in Constances thin breast. She forgot her disappointment, her weariness, the fact that at thirty-two she couldnt get anything better than lead in a third-rate touring company, that
  her only son had to be boarded out in a hostel for the children of actors, and whose weekly fifteen shillings wasnt paid any too regularly, with a husband who, at thirty-seven, was little
  better than a labouring man, who had to buy her bits of furniture from the tallyman and sometimes had to see it taken away because the amount couldnt be met. For a brilliant minute she had
  no concern with that poor failure; she was Constance Fayle, the famous star, sought after by managers, having plays written for her by the biggest dramatists of the day, seeing obsequious young men
  plead with her just to try over a song. This man wasnt here fortuitously; you neednt tell her. She wasnt born yesterday. He couldnt, obviously, have come to see
  Marchmont, who, at forty-nine, and looking every hour of it, played the young lover and would, in a minute or so, draw her into his arms, press his made-up face to hers and mutter the kind of
  nonsense musical comedy audiences are supposed to appreciate. And he hadnt come to see the chorus, shed swear. Nobody would take the journey who knew any of them. No, it was for her.
  She flung up her voice, a bit too high really. It startled everyone. She looked assiduously away from him, hoping he wouldnt suppose she was putting on airs for his benefit, trying to
  attract his attention. Her voice carried well; it was on her voice she was always engagedgoodness knew, she hadnt any looks. But in imagination she could hear the red-haired man say
  to his agent, Oh, not a doubt about it. The very person for the part. Might have been created for her. If you were some people she could name, youd believe it had been. Still,
  that didnt matter, so long as the part was there. No looks, I grant you. But personality! My dear chap, what are looks? Any woman can buy those if shes got a long enough purse.
  But personality! Theres a gift you cant get hold of for all the gold in the world. Constance was accustomed to buoying up her spirits with these reflections; they made her work
  better really, because she automatically went through the actions and gestures with a verve that sprang from a momentary conviction that she had a vast future before her, and this was merely one of
  those sloughs of misfortune that may attack the luckiest woman.


  It was over now, all but the final idiotic words. She danced towards Marchmont, and he sidled at her. The people in the auditorium had foreseen this end an act ago, and were gathering up bags
  and hats and cloaks and sticks, and getting to their feet already. They werent even going to wait for the curtain to come down. It wasnt anything to them that by Saturday night
  thered be twenty-five women out of a job, and not knowing where to turn for next weeks lodging. Because they none of them had anything in view at the moment. The hot season was coming
  on that was so bad for theatres. People went into the country or down to these riverside hotels where you could bathe all night if you liked and come out and have bacon and eggs at three
  oclock in the morning. All the small theatrical people hated the summer, hoped it would be cold, wet, altogether miserableanything to drive people under cover in quest of amusement.
  And then they talked of girls facing horrible temptations in a stage career. Well, so you did, but not the kind these preaching moralists imagined. There werent impossibly handsome young men
  waiting to elope with you, give you rings, jewels, unofficial honeymoons on the Lido, take you away to some perfect cottage in the country, buy you the kind of clothes you saw in photographs, but
  nowhere else. No, you married someone of your own standing and sometimes he was on the stage and sometimes he wasnt. He didnt make much money and he was probably out of work half the
  time. If he was on the stage he knew why you never got a big job and you knew why he didnthe was such a bum actor. But of course you agreed that most likely this Lillian woman
  everyone was going crazy over, who was being starred at the H, wasnt altogether unconnected with Hilliards private life. Favouritismthats how things went on the
  stage. Even in your most honest moments you had to admit it was mostly chance. She was surprised at this instant to feel Marchmonts withered, polished cheek against her own. She wondered if
  he felt as disillusioned as herself about all those things that seemed to glitter so when you were youngsex and the stage and beauty. Still, there was the red-headed man still in the stalls.
  He hadnt gone. She thought he was watching her with a peculiar intensity. She danced off lightly, throwing a kiss to the unresponsive audience. But, peeping back, herself unseen, she saw
  that the man with red hair had clapped on his hat now that she had disappeared. Her heart beat tumultuously. She stood in her badly-stocked dressing-room, her hands clasped melodramatically over
  her heart. It really almost frightened her, it thudded so.
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  There was a perfunctory knock and a voice said, Miss Fayles dressing-room? Perhaps you can spare me a minute.


  The red-headed man came in. Rather a cavalier manner, but then managers were permitted liberties. He said curtly, Mrs. Fraser, I think? She looked up in some perplexity. Not thus
  did any manager of her acquaintance open a conversation. Trouble stirred in her mind, though her manner was its most charming, as she said, Oh, yes, butI call myself Miss Fayle, you
  know.


  Im not interested in your professional capacity, said the stranger bluntly. He was a gentleman, she knew that at once, and she saw now what ought to have been apparent from
  the outset, that he hadnt got the peculiar manner one automatically associated with the stage. No, it was all a dream, a chimera like the rest. He wasnt impressed by her personality,
  wasnt going to offer her anything. He wanted something from her. She waited, meek and expressionless, to hear what it was.


  He said again, Harold Fraser is your husband, isnt he?


  She said, Yes. Then thought, Perhaps Harold did him a good turn once. He wants to offer him something. Instantly she was more alert. She smiled. Yes, he
  is, she said again.


  The stranger said, I want to see him. Heres my card. Tell him to come to-morrow. He passed her a card with something scribbled on the back.


  She looked at the address59 Upper Paulton Terrace. A good addressa turning off Grosvenor Place. Only men with money lived there. She could see he was well-off, didnt know
  really what trouble meant. Folk talked as if having a bit of a tiff in the family, or a son mixed up in the divorce court, was trouble. It wasnt. Nothing was trouble really but money.
  Nothing else meant the same humiliation, the slow sapping of hope, the waiting for the uneventful future, fearful of men at the door, fearful of letters, slipping into side-streets because there
  were certain shops you couldnt pass. You owed them too much money. All her dispirited past rose up before her eyes, the long months of waiting for jobs, the eking out of what Harold could
  earn, the letting go of the child, the pawning of her tawdry jewellery, the automatic coquettish manner one had to adopt. And Harold, white and troubled, going to his poor working-mans job
  that you didnt like to tell people about. No better than a night watchman really. It didnt matter that Brandon and White were important peoplethey were only druggists after
  all, sort of chemists, and being a night watchman to a chemist was no sort of job for the husband of a would-be star. She wouldnt be surprised if that had had something to do with her being
  down where she was after all these years. Managers like a woman to have a presentable sort of husband, not a man in working-clothes. Stillshe brightened again. He didnt look very
  promising, this red-haired visitor, but he might lead to something. After all, he wouldnt be likely to have come all the way to Silvers Green from Belgravia to find Harolds wife if he
  hadnt wanted Harold pretty badly. Some special job, perhaps. It might be a good one, so she could drop the stageno use pretending at this time of day she liked it. She hated it, hated
  the dirty slow trains, the strange lodgings, the fleas you found in other peoples beds, the unwashed windows, the unsatisfactory breakfasts, playing in strange halls and kursaals, feeling
  like some performing animal, watched and commented on by a lot of factory hands or brainless clerks, knowing in your breast that this was the most youd ever do, looking and straining ahead
  and not seeing peace or security anywhere. No, let Harold get a job that would keep them all and shed take the boy away from the hostel, have a little house of her ownEast Sheen,
  perhaps, nice and near the Park, or a little flat somewhere cosyDulwich, say. She turned back eagerly to the man at her side.


  Ill tell him, she said in quick tones. You want to see him?


  Yes. I want to see him to-morrow.


  Ill tell him, she said again. Hes in a job just at the minute, you knowa temporary job. Nothing much as it happens. She flushed a little and
  looked at him with the jaunty air of a woman who can face any contretemps or disaster. But thats how it is. I havent been very well myself and times being what they are . . .
  shocking situation in America, you know. Oo, the number of the profession cant even get a walking-on part there ud surprise you. Europe, too. Well, weve all got to suffer
  together, I suppose. But Ill tell Harold.


  Yes. And look here, he bent towards her and caught her by the wrist. She heard herself telling her friends, My dear, I never did. Quite the gentleman too. You wouldnt
  have thought it. Held me as strong as strong. Quite alarmed I was, I assure you. She thrilled and quivered.


  Tell him not to be a fool. He neednt think he can play fast and loose with me. Have you got any influence over him?


  She stammered, shook, strove to release herself. IIreally, Mr. Hillieroh, Major Hilliersorry. Im sureI dont know what you mean. Hes
  my husband, isnt he?


  So I believe. But thats no criterion. What I want to know is: Can you make him see sense? He behaves like a fool sometimes, but you can tell him from meand he ought to know
  I mean what I sayI am not going to stand for any nonsense, any double dealing. Hes to come and see me to-morrow without fail, or Ill do what he knows very well I can. I
  shant hesitate. I shant have any compunction. Tell him that.


  Constance was silent. It was what years ago she had feared. There was some secret in Harolds past. She had always been afraid of its leaping out at them, ruining whatever hopes they had
  maintained. Probably it had been draining his energy for years, making him so pale and listless, so unambitious. And this man was connected with it. Just the type youd expect to find mixed
  up with something sinister. Unconsciously she dramatised even this situation. Sinister. That wasnt a word one normally used. But it described the position. Here they were then, the three of
  themthe pale haunted man, the ruthless pursuer, the tragic woman who was the victim of both.


  Major Hillier was talking again. Youve got a child, havent you?


  Yes. A little boy.


  Well, dont let your husband forget that. People can say ugly things about a criminal father.


  In a moment everything had changed. Nothing was left nowno romance, no excitement, nothing but the terror in her heart. Now all desire to see herself in a romantic light was gone, slain
  instantly by that terrifying wordcriminal. Whatoh, Godwhat had Harold done that had put him in this mans power? Shed always known there was something. Hed
  never been quite like other people, always, in his innermost being, afraidthough she never knew of what. Hed clung desperately to her and their home when they had one. When she was
  away touring, like she was when she had any luck, he seemed like a lost creature. And sometimes for days together when he wasnt in work hed sit shivering by the fire, or in a chair if
  they hadnt got a fire, and when she urged him to go out and look for something, hed mutter angrily that he wouldnt be driven out like a tiresome cat. A man had a right to a
  little rest. Not a man who couldnt earn it, shed often thought. And there was another thing: she complained a good deal, she knew. Well, she had plenty to complain about. Work day in
  and day out when she could get it for a wage a housemaid would turn her nose up atshe pulled herself up sharply. No good exaggerating like that. If times were bad she could go and be a
  housemaid herselfbut she wouldnt. The profession was like a drugonce it got you you couldnt pull yourself away in spite of everything. Months of inactivity, of
  pretending to be so gay and successful, months of haunting offices and being pert and assured, months of sitting blankly at home, wondering how to pay the rent of these wretched rooms that were the
  best they could afford. And what would they do to Harry if his fifteen shillings wasnt paid? Put him into the Poor Law Schools? Very likely. Anything but thatoh, anything but that.
  Couldnt Harold stir himself, see what a mess hed made of things? She earned more money on the whole than he did. He didnt inspire people with confidence. Well, you
  wouldnt expect it, a man who was liable to sudden fits of terror, when his eyes hunted the shadows and the corners, looking for dear knew what. Shed never been able to discover. She
  wouldnt ask. Mixed motives there, though she didnt recognise that. To ask, she thought, implied disloyalty; but to ask meant also that in a moment of despair, one of those moments
  when the burden of knowledge is too great to be endured, Harold might tell her. She was afraid of the truth. She was, though she didnt know it, afraid of truth itself. She couldnt
  face the fact that she wasnt a good actress and never would be, that she wasnt a good wife because she wanted so much and weighed up what she gave and what she received, that she
  couldnt even make her clothes decently.
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  All this time the stranger had been standing looking at her intently. He had unconsciously assumed an expression of disgust. This was not the kind of environment to which he was accustomed, and
  his natural distaste flowered into personal dislike, because, if shed been a better actress, playing in a better theatre, he wouldnt have had to come behind into this tawdry room, hot
  and smelling of make-up, unbearably sickly to a man whose bath was prepared by his valet every day as naturally as the earth turned in its circuit. He disliked even the suggestion that he had to
  treat with her, and there was not absent from his mind the realisation that, if she had the sense, she might utilise even this brief unemotional interview to her own advantage. He consoled himself
  by realising that she hadnt the sense.


  You understand? he said sternly. Its a life or death job for him, and he knows it. Tell him its no use trying to play the fool with me. And he turned
  and strode out.


  He was not a self-conscious manthe circumstances of his life had prevented that. It did not occur to him that he attracted any particular notice, even in a place like Silvers Green. He
  would have been startled and even dismayed to know that the doorkeeper, the girl who sold him his programme, and quite a number of girls in the chorus, had studied him carefully, and would have
  instantly recognised him if fate brought them together at any time. Men of his stamp were rare in Silvers Green; he brought with him an air, a flavour, almost of another worlda world of
  ease, dignity, reticence. And then he had personalityno one had ever questioned that. He lived on it reallynot on his money that was fluctuating, but on the power he had of giving an
  impression of invulnerability. He couldnt be forgotten, not easily dismissed; and if that was true of him in his own world where all men looked more or less alike, talked more or less alike,
  behaved more or less alike, it wasnt reasonable to suppose he could invade a raggle-taggle, second-rate, suburban crowd of young men in morning suits bought off the hook, and young women
  whose dresses, though not precisely what they wore at the office or behind the counter, yet certainly were not evening dress, without attracting attention. And anyway it would have made the
  scene-shifters talk to see anyone, except that wretched weedy Harcourt youth, come behind after such a show as this to talk to the leading lady.


  The lady who called herself juvenile lead, a Miss Patsy Bennet, ran up with a developed lack of sophistication and cried in her high, eager voice, Who was that, dear? Any good? To you, I
  mean. What I mean to say is, this shows rottener than eggs. If youve got anything viewing. . . .


  Constance pulled herself together. She said, Its about a job, which was true in a way. No, I dont know anything yet. Ask me at the end of the week. She
  pushed the little brute off somehow; shed got to be alone to think this out. Harold wouldnt be there when she got back. He had to be on duty at 6.30 till 6.30 to-morrow morning.
  Suddenly she felt she couldnt spend the eveningthe nightwhatever you liked to call italone. She was terrified; stark fear had her. She couldnt get that
  mans face out of her mind. Hed be ruthless; he meant something hideous for them both, and nine years of a penniless marriage had sapped her courage. She couldnt even hold
  herself upright; she just wanted to sag, not think. No wonder people got drunk. Annihilation, heavenly, heavenly, annihilationif it only lasted till to-morrow morning. To-morrow Harold would
  be back. She could make him say something, tell her, if not all the facts, at least assure her that they were in the most frightful danger. A man like that Majorshe took up the card from the
  tableMajor Hillier didnt come round to the back to see her if it wasnt something pretty urgent. He hadnt asked for their address either; he didnt care a damn
  where they lived. He meant to have Harold, and hed get him.
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