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  Chapter One




  THE GIRL was standing by herself against the cream panelling of the ballroom. As soon as he saw her Glyn knew she was unforgettable. Standing slightly

  aloof from one of the most brilliant gatherings even London could boast, she was neither intimidated nor angered by her isolation. Her attitude of indifference was expressed by her pose, the slight

  movements of her hand as she lifted the cigarette to her lips, the faint tilt of her head as she sent the smoke back into the room, in her tranquil appraisal of the vivid, restless faces

  surrounding her. Yet, he thought shrewdly, indifference isn’t natural to her. It was like wearing an unfamiliar dress; she donned it and wore it with exquisite aplomb, but the moment of

  release would come when she might draw it off and resume the habiliments of everyday. And immediately, perceiving that, Glyn had eyes for no one else.




  He was convinced that he had never seen her before, and since he attended most of London’s more notable parties that argued that she was a new-comer to the town. She seemed very young and

  was dressed in a fashion that emphasised her slender immaturity. A white gown, with a slim high-waisted effect, rippled into flounce above sedate flounce down to her heels; she wore no ornaments

  and, so far as Glyn could decide, no make-up; her hands were ringless, her fingernails unstained; her small short face was pale and expressive, her fair hair bunched in curls on the nape of her

  neck. Above her brown eyes her eyebrows were like pale golden feathers, almost invisible against the white skin. She wore a little brown velvet coat of so austere a cut that it drew attention to

  the discreet femininity of the gown beneath it.




  “I wonder who she is,” thought Glyn. “Does she know no one here that she’s completely alone? And why does no one trouble to entertain her?”




  It seemed to him outrageous that anyone so young and so new to London society should be thus neglected. And yet you might have expected to find her surrounded. She was a provocative and, he

  thought, an endearing type. Her lack of effort to maintain a robust individuality, her refusal to underline her attractions by the use of lipstick and rouge, gave her a distinctiveness of which it

  was impossible to remain unaware.




  He looked round for his hostess, a vivid, ugly woman with Spanish black hair and a brown skin. She was, as usual, surrounded by men, artists, politicians, notable among them Fleming, of the

  Foreign Office, who had surprised his supporters a few years ago by evincing a passionate interest in the film industry to which, said his detractors, he devoted more than a fair share of his time,

  and Julian Lane, the brilliant young producer who, it was rumoured, had been instrumental in persuading Fleming to invest in film companies—Glyn’s roving eye stopped there. This was the

  first time he had met the fellow in the flesh. All sorts of stories were current about him, his daring, his enterprise, his originality. Starting his career as a painter of the macabre he had

  suddenly turned the full flood of his inspiration—torrential and sometimes misdirected, but you had to expect that of experimentalists—into the channel of the films. He had had one or

  two short films produced that had attracted no particular attention, and then about a year ago he had offered the world “In the Shadow of Paris,” the film that had made his name and

  fortune. Glyn observed him with increasing interest. He was said to be the youngest English producer; he couldn’t be above thirty, an ugly compelling fellow, with a startlingly white face

  that, in a woman, you’d have sworn had been treated with cosmetics, a great deal of black hair brushed, with no particular elegance, off the high forehead, the big nose that proclaimed Jewish

  blood, cleft chin, and strangely eloquent hands. Glyn watched him fascinated. Magnificent hands those were, what the barrister used to call speaking hands. They could tell a story by sheer force of

  gesture. Oh, an odd fellow altogether, but intelligent, and painstaking to the point of genius. Crazy about his work, too. It wasn’t often that you saw him out at parties like this. Glyn

  began to wonder why he should be here to-night.




  “Does he want more support?” he reflected, and the wild notion sprang for a moment into his mind that he himself might take an interest in such a proposition, were it put to him. He

  knew that there was talk of a new film that Lane would be producing in the near future, and it might be that the young man wanted money. Glyn, momentarily forgetting the girl, drew nearer to the

  group.




  Lady Hunter, his hostess, discovering him, whirled suddenly and caught him by the arm.




  “Come and tell us the latest legal scandal, Glyn,” she invited him. “Oh, you won’t, of course. You’re so heart-breakingly discreet I believe, even if you had a

  wife, you wouldn’t tell her anything. It isn’t human.”




  Glyn, always rendered ill at ease by this derisive form of baiting, said in pedantic tones, “Ah, but Galt and Fleming here have only men’s reputations in their hands. I have their

  lives.”




  “That’s why your confidences would be so fascinating. Come, lift the veil just an inch for us. This young Riddell you’re going to defend. We’re all longing to know what

  his chances are. In fact, we’ve made a book at the golf club. Can’t you give us a tip?”




  He drew a step distant, and she came after him, putting a big well-shaped hand on his arm.




  “Glyn, how exasperating you are. I suppose that’s why you have the reputation of being the most intriguing man in London. You go everywhere, you know everyone . . .”




  “Not everyone,” he interrupted. “I’m puzzled by that girl over there. The one in white, standing alone. Who is she?”




  “Somebody’s secretary brought instead of a wife, I daresay. I don’t remember. I give my guests carte-blanche, you know, and I can’t say they abuse it.”




  “You don’t remember whom she came with?”




  “I’m afraid I don’t, darling. Does it matter?”




  “She doesn’t appear to know anyone,” Glyn pointed out.




  “Don’t be tiresome,” the woman besought him. “You know what my parties are. I expect people to know one another. You really can’t expect me to go solemnly round

  introducing people, like a Vicar’s wife.”




  Glyn said nothing and the woman continued, curiously, “Why do you want to meet her? Do you think you’ve seen her somewhere before? Or suspect her of something? You live such a

  sinister life, Glyn, always discovering drug-dealers in the most respectable-looking members of society. I’ve always longed to have a sensation of that sort in my house. I wish you could

  remember who she is.”




  “I’ve never seen her face before. That I’m certain.”




  “How disappointing! But perhaps your subconscious will re-assert itself and put a name to her.”




  Her flippancy angered him, but his desire to meet this girl, a desire strengthening momentarily to a resolution at all costs to learn more about her, kept his expression pleasant and his voice

  smooth. Once enrage a woman like Diana Hunter and you could whistle down the wind for any favour she was able to do you for months, perhaps even years, to come.




  So he only said, “I couldn’t forget that face,” and he smiled so engagingly that she laughed back at him, exclaiming “You’re dying to be introduced. Why not own it?

  Come along then.”




  Her fingers tightened on his sleeve, but he needed no urging to follow her across the room to where that strange unsmiling girl waited.




  “This is Rodney Glyn. He wants to know you better.” That was typical of Diana’s introductions. It wouldn’t embarrass her that she didn’t know the girl’s name;

  nor would she expect the girl to mind.




  Glyn asked considerately whether his companion wouldn’t prefer to sit down. “There are plenty of chairs, and you must be tired,” he suggested.




  But without moving, “I’m not easily tired,” she assured him.




  “Still, you’ve been standing a long time.”




  She turned her head, still without hurry, and her lips began to shape themselves into a smile, charming but faintly derisive.




  “Have you been watching me so long, then?”




  He was impatient with his own lack of poise. A girl so young should not be able to discompose him with the first words she uttered.




  He returned, with none of his usual flair for light conversation, “I wondered why you preferred to stand alone, when there are so many people close by you.”




  “I don’t know any of them,” she told him carelessly, “and Lady Hunter didn’t introduce me.”




  “Diana never does introduce people. Most of them know one another pretty well; and anyway these are informal affairs.”




  He saw the delicate almost invisible brows lift. “So in London this is an informal affair?” she said, and her eyes narrowed in amusement. “It seems very—intricate to

  me.” Her eyes took in that brilliant assembly, the women gleaming with jewels, the men in severely formal evening dress, an array of white ties and tail coats, diamond studs and beautifully

  polished shoes, made by hand, she reflected shrewdly, with a Parisian’s instinctive eye for detail.




  He began to be irritated by the ease with which she discomfited him. “Perhaps we don’t mean quite the same thing by informal,” he suggested. “You don’t know London

  very well?”




  “This is my first—informal party.”




  “Perhaps Lady Hunter doesn’t realise you are not a Londoner.” He looked at her questioningly, hoping she would tell him something about herself.




  But she afforded him scant satisfaction. “My father used to tell me that a clever man is a citizen of the country in which he finds himself. So therefore I am now a Londoner.”




  “And before that?”




  She shrugged her shoulders. “A Parisian, an American, a Viennese . . .”




  “You’ve made good use of your time, mademoiselle.” He ought to have realised at a glance that she was French.




  “It is kind of you to put it like that.” Now she was openly laughing at him; a gay ironical spirit looked out of her brown eyes, twisted her mouth into elfish lines. He thought

  furiously, “I can’t let myself be put out of countenance by a chit like this. Who the devil is she? And what’s she doing here?”




  He said with great formality, “Mademoiselle, I do not yet know your name. Lady Hunter . . .”




  “Does not know it either. She did not hear it. I am Mademoiselle Dulac, and I am secretary to Mr. Fleming.”




  “Oh!” A light broke over him. “I see. The films,” for you couldn’t associate her with politics. “How stupid I am not to have thought of that at once. I should

  have guessed you were connected with that world. But Lady Hunter saying secretary put me off the track. I’ve never actually seen you on the screen have I? I’m what they call a fan, and

  I’m sure I should remember you.”




  “I don’t see how you could, monsieur. I have never appeared on the screen.”




  “But I’m right in thinking that’s your ambition?”




  “Not even that, monsieur. Unlike almost all the girls I have met, there are two things I have never desired to do—to act in the films or on the stage, or to enter a

  convent.”




  “Perhaps you may change your mind. Perhaps Mr. Fleming could persuade you. He’s more or less absorbed in film interests these days, isn’t he?”




  The girl stubbed out her cigarette in a mother-of-pearl tray. “I’m sure he’d tell you anything you wanted to know, monsieur.”




  Again a rebuff strengthening his own sense of resolution to overcome her defences. “I’m not asking you for advance information,” he said, almost too bluntly. “It

  isn’t Mr. Fleming’s activities that interest me. I think you might have a great career on the films. Surely you don’t want to stay a secretary all your life.”




  Her fairy brows lifted. She tilted back her head, assumed an angelic pose, clasping her hands, lowering her long pale golden lashes so that her eyes were almost invisible. “Oh but

  monsieur, there is only one answer to that. I should like a little cottage in the country and to keep a dog and a cat. I may not be on the films,” she added, assuming a natural expression and

  taking a tiny gold cigarette-case from a pocket in the brown coat, “but that is what all film-stars wish to do—in the end.” She had lighted the cigarette before he had recovered

  from his astonishment at her lightning changes of pose and speech.




  Someone passing brushed his arm. Di Hunter’s malicious voice whispered silkily in his ear, “Aren’t you going to offer your companion any supper, my dear Glyn? Everyone else has

  gone down already.”




  Startled, he looked up to see that what she said was true. The great brilliant ballroom was practically empty. He turned, laying down his cigarette-case, and offered his arm to his

  companion.




  “Will you?” he asked, but Mademoiselle Dulac said coolly that she was waiting for a message for her employer. “That is why I am here tonight; he cannot be interrupted, but the

  message is important. I must remain here, monseiur. But do not, I beseech you, rob yourself of supper on my account. As you saw, I can be quite happy alone.”




  For the first time he detected a note of genuine alarm in her voice, urgency in her manner. “She wants me to go,” he thought. “And not because of any personal objection to my

  company. She wants to be left alone. Why, I wonder? A rendezvous with a lover? Something definite to be done while the room’s empty?” His brow furrowed; he didn’t like it. The

  girl was a stranger, known to none of them. Her story of the message seemed to him the flimsiest of excuses. She could have arranged to have it brought her in the supper-room.




  “She’s not my guest,” Glyn told himself, “I’m not responsible for her.” But he looked with resentful eyes at the exposed back of his hostess as it disappeared

  round the curve of the staircase.




  He asked abruptly, “Does Mr. Fleming expect you to go without any supper?”




  “He doesn’t think of that, of course. I’m his secretary, monsieur. That is not the same as being a wife or a dancing partner. Besides, I can have supper at home when the

  message has come.”




  “I shall hold myself responsible for you, see that you don’t starve,” he promised her. “For the moment, then, au revoir.”




  The supper-room was full of clamour. Jewels flashed, voices rang out, laughter was less subdued than it had been an hour ago. Glyn found himself detained by Lady Hunter.




  “So you’ve left her,” she jibed. “Couldn’t you persuade her to come, too?”




  “Apparently she’s on duty for Fleming, waiting for a message. Ridiculous, of course, but the race of Casabiancas persists amazingly, in spite of the cynics. Fleming,” he added

  abruptly, “doesn’t seem to think of his employees as human beings. He’s more like a machine than a man. His work’s everything to him.”




  Diana Hunter’s eyes sparkled. “That’s why he is so irresistible to women perhaps.”




  “She can starve for all he cares,” Glyn said disgustedly.




  “It’s largely due to him that she hasn’t starved,” Lady Hunter taunted him. “You were so much interested I thought I’d do you a good turn and find out

  something about her for you. You should be grateful.”




  He nodded, refusing to commit himself. He knew Di’s way of getting information. Already she would have spread the rumour that he had fallen headlong for the little nonentity in white

  flounces; if he wasn’t mistaken, he’d be the laughing-stock of the evening before the party was over; and, being Di’s party, it would probably go on to all hours of the

  morning.




  “All very well for these women,” he thought, hotly. “They can lie down all the afternoon and stay in bed till midday. I suppose that child has been at it since

  nine—Fleming’s a byword for work—and will have to be at the desk at nine to-morrow morning.”




  “Have you lost interest already?” Lady Hunter teased him, but she was a little anxious, too. She had hoped for some amusement in baiting the serious-minded K.C., whose lack of

  interest in women was notorious.




  “I’m dying to know what you’ve learned,” he returned, truthfully.




  “It seems that Fleming found her in a rather third-rate cabaret show in Paris a few months ago; he was taken by her and offered her a job as his secretary. Why, no one quite

  knows.”




  “Or why she took it. I gather she doesn’t hanker for a film career, and being part of the machinery by which Fleming orders his life can’t be much of a prospect for any young

  woman.”




  “Perhaps she’s long-sighted,” suggested Lady Hunter. “There’s no getting away from the fact that the French are a shrewd nation and Fleming is a very rich man,

  richer than ever since he started investing in films. Though he had a fair amount of money before that.”




  “He hasn’t the name of paying his employees too well.”




  “As I said, she may be long-sighted, taking small dividends in the hope of an ultimate scoop. Like the rest of us, my dear Glyn, she probably knows which side her bread’s buttered.

  And you’re not forgetting that, with the possible exception of yourself, Fleming’s the most eligible bachelor in London.”




  “I’m not,” agreed Glyn politely, “but perhaps, like Alice, Mlle. Dulac likes only the best butter.”




  His companion chuckled maliciously. “You’re like Lucifer in the swiftness of your fall. What is it, I wonder, about these innocent-looking young women that undermines your strong

  man? It’s always happening, though you’ll have to admit that a girl who has sung in a cheap Parisian cabaret must know something about life.”




  “And you’re looking to Fleming to teach her the rest?”




  “I think you wouldn’t mind helping. Give me one of your marvellous cigarettes.”




  He slipped his hand into his pocket. “That’s odd,” he exclaimed. “I had the case a minute ago. Ah, I must have left it in the ballroom. One moment.” He had reached

  the door before she opened her mouth to tell him it didn’t matter. He went lightly up the stairs, sick at the cheap turn the talk had taken, cursing himself for being too weak-minded to

  refuse to discuss the girl further. He understood well enough the construction Diana Hunter put on the younger woman’s motives, and scowled. A commonplace mind, for all its flashes of

  fineness, its genuine culture, and a certain fastidiousness in personal relationships.




  Not that he personally had any fears as to Fleming’s motive in making the girl his secretary. A man in his position wasn’t going to risk scandal; if he’d wanted some passing

  adventure with the girl he’d have kept her in France. But it angered the lawyer to think that her position should lay her open to such misconception, and even more to realise that if she knew

  what people said about her, as very probably she did, she wouldn’t care.




  The door of the ballroom stood ajar; the polished floor glittered with reflections of the myriad lights that blazed from ceiling and wall; at the further end French windows opened on to the

  sparkling night. Beyond the window the Park lay in patches of darkness lighted by a string of lamps; and in the window itself, outlined against the distant view, stood the girl who occupied his

  thoughts, and a tall dark figure whom an instant later he identified as Julian Lane. Involuntarily he drew back a step, and as he did so he heard the girl’s voice, low and penetrating, urgent

  with a fear that thrilled and shocked him.




  “There will just be time, Julian,” she said. “We must take no unnecessary risk.”




  “For him or for ourselves?”




  Her hand came out and touched his arm. “Ah Julian,” she said. “You feel as I do about this. But remember—he may be armed. Be very careful. You have just time. 11.54 at

  Victoria.”




  She turned from the window, letting the elaborate tapestry fall into place. Glyn walked into the room.




  “My cigarette-case?” he began. “Ah, mademoiselle. Is there still no hope of persuading you to come down to supper?”




  The girl hesitated, but Lane said in masterful tones, “Mademoiselle has a headache, and I am seeing her into a taxi, thank you, sir. Come, Eve.” He laid his hand on her arm.




  Glyn said, “Shall I tell Fleming, if he asks for you?” and now her glance was innocent and surprised as she said, “Oh, but he won’t ask. He won’t expect me to stay.

  It was only for this message that I came.”




  There was nothing Glyn could do but stand back and wish the pair good-night. Then he picked up his cigarette-case and went slowly down the stairs in their wake. Complete disinclination for the

  party and all its remaining members overwhelmed him, but he did not belong to a generation that consults no tastes but its own and he returned reluctantly to the supper-room where his hostess

  awaited him. For himself, now that Eve Dulac had gone, it was as if all the lights had been lowered and the band gone home.




  The heat and noise of the crowded room struck him with a fresh stab of distaste as he made his way towards the spot where Lady Hunter stood.




  “I thought you had succumbed to the wiles of your charmer,” she greeted him. “Come and sit at Fleming’s table. I want to ask him about his new film and you want to ask

  him about his new secretary.”




  Regardless of his protests that he wanted to do nothing of the kind, she dragged him across the room to a rather noisy group collected round a small table. Fleming looked like a stage

  politician, tall, hawk-nosed, lean, with an incisive manner and a smile of great charm and subtlety. “You’d think a fellow that looked as fictional as that must be a fool,” was

  Glyn’s characteristic reaction; but his experience had taught him that Fleming was nothing of the kind. He was, on the contrary, a man who set tremendous store on detail, and his success in

  every walk of life that he had so far attempted was generally held to be due to the fact that he distrusted most of his underlings and attended to the work in hand himself. He was a man who seemed

  to need practically no sleep; his brilliant eyes dominated to-night’s gathering, that hung on his words.




  “You must give us a little stable information,” a woman in a red silk frock was exclaiming. “This new film of yours—all sorts of rumours are going about, and I expect

  they’re all untrue.”




  “And all dissimilar,” smiled Fleming. “Well, that’s natural enough. Precious few people know anything about it, beyond Lane and myself, and neither of us is exactly a

  chatterbox.”




  “So he’s producing for you again, is he? He’s an expensive young man, they say.”




  “He can have the bottom of my purse,” was Fleming’s unvarnished retort, “if he produces me another masterpiece. I’ve never had much sympathy with half-measures. If

  you really want a thing you want it so badly that you’ll take any chances to get it. I wanted The Shadow of Paris, and I wanted it perfect. On the whole, I think I got it. I want The Judge,

  and I want that perfect, too, and I’m taking steps for which most people would condemn me to a lunatic asylum to get that, too.”




  “Well, we’ve learnt the name of the new masterpiece, anyway. What’s it about?”




  “Ask my producer,” suggested Fleming. But Lane was nowhere to be seen.




  “He said he’d have to go early,” explained Lady Hunter. “You’re living up to your reputation of slave-driver, Fleming,” and everyone laughed.




  “Who’s the star?” they clamoured.




  “That’s my shock for you. I daresay you’ll call it either rank insanity or else a bid for publicity, though I think I might claim without vanity that at the moment I

  don’t stand in need of that. But if this new picture we’re putting out does anything to rival its predecessor it won’t be my money, or even Lane’s genius, that will account

  for it—but the man who acts the leading part.”




  “I suppose you know you’re tantalising us all abominably,” said his hostess in brusque tones. “You’re as bad as a film actress trying to make a wretched reporter

  guess which of the new stars she’s taking over as her next husband. Don’t be so cheap, Fleming, and tell us the man’s name at once.”




  “All right.” A theatrical fellow for all his departmental discipline, Glyn decided, seeing the handsome head tip back, noting the momentary pause during which everyone waited on

  tiptoe as it were, for his announcement. “It’s not often I’m accused of being womanish. Incidentally, mine isn’t the dashing type of film, magnificent lover, shrinking but

  indomitable heroine, thrills galore. The chief character’s an old Jew, a withered embittered old creature, and what you see is the last year of his life. I’m making a definite break

  from the romantic tradition, and Lane is with me. He’s got ideas, that young man.”




  “And who’s consented to play this senile old wreck?”




  Fleming held them all with his magnetic eyes. “Rene Tessier,” he said, and waited for the storm to break.




  He didn’t have to wait long. There was an incredulous gasp from the assembly, and then a jabber of voices.




  “Tessier! My dear chap, have you seen him lately? He was pointed out to me when I was in Paris a few months ago. To all intents and purposes he’s a dead man.”




  “They say he drinks like a fish—drugs, too. He’s beyond redemption.”




  “The death of that son of his broke him up. Some mystery there. A woman, I believe.”




  “Mad as a hatter,” confirmed someone else.




  With some difficulty Fleming made his voice heard above the melee. “You’re wrong, and I’m going to prove it to you. Tessier isn’t dead. He’s simply under the

  weather.”




  “You’ll never be able to pull him out far enough to star him in the kind of play you contemplate. You’ll only land yourself in the Bankruptcy Court.”




  “I don’t think so. I told you I didn’t mind taking chances. It will be a risk; I’ve faced that. But it may also be the opportunity of a lifetime. The man’s a

  genius, and that’s a word I hesitate to use of anyone. He’s an artist right in his bones. Once he can be persuaded to start work there’ll be no more trouble. He doesn’t just

  enact a personality, he becomes it. He won’t be ruined, shattered Rene Tessier any more; he’ll be the Judge. You’ve all seen him, I expect.”




  “I have, in every play he’s ever acted in,” responded Glyn, warmly, “and I appreciate what you say. It’s uncanny, the way in which he penetrates under the other

  fellow’s skin; he can change not only his appearance and his character but even his nationality. You can watch it happening. I can think of no other living man who so impresses me.

  You’ve got a contract with him?”




  “It’s waiting to be signed.”




  “Where are you making the picture?” asked Lady Hunter.




  “In the new studios at Eden End.”




  “You haven’t had any difficulty about getting permission for him to act over here.”




  Fleming smiled discreetly. “These things can be arranged.”




  “Of course, you’re hand in glove with authority.”




  “It’s the famous and much-lauded policy of not letting your right hand know what you left hand does. In any case, I’m utterly opposed to the notion that you can nationalise

  art. Its universal, not an affair for patriotism. No one but Tessier can make this picture as Lane and I are resolved it shall be made. I’d stretch a lot more points than I’ve had to in

  this instance in such a cause. Why, there’s no man living can equal him for technique and gesture. You know that strange face of his, more like a vulture than ever since he had his bad luck,

  but vivid—you can’t put it out of your mind. I remember the first film in which I saw him, some unknown man’s story of the French Terror. Tessier played the part of an old man

  whose daughter was ridden down by an aristocrat’s coach while she was trying to save her child from the wheels. It was superb. I couldn’t by any words of mine chill your blood as mine

  was chilled that July afternoon. The face, the dumb eloquence—that man can talk with every limb he’s got; the hate and the scorn and the bitterness that never forgets. . . He

  didn’t get his effects by shouting or shaking his fist—I’ve seldom seen a man move so little—but he awed a packed house—and he was a minor character. The film was

  nothing, except for his work. It went out of circulation long ago. When compliments were being showered on Lane for The Shadow of Paris a year ago I remember his saying to me that the one that made

  him feel on top of the world was when Appleton referred to him as the second Rene Tessier. He produced his own things in those days, and if he did produce you’d know you could expect

  perfection, not a detail out of place, not a gesture wasted. Oh, he was a king among men and he will be again.”




  His glowing voice silenced them all; his words had conjured up a vision of that magnificent little man, shoulders bent, deep-set eyes terrorising his audience, his golden voice holding them

  spell-bound.




  “If you do bring him back to the screen,” Glyn heard himself say, “you’ll have done your art a service for which it will never sufficiently thank you. I also remember

  that film. Sometimes I feel I’d give the world to forget it. It’s strange that such a man should let even a tragedy like the death of his son break him so completely.”




  “What did happen, darlings?” enquired Lady Hunter. “Why haven’t I seen the film? You’re making me feel horribly in the cold.”




  “Oh, jumped off the Arc de Triomphe. Some unhappy love affair that the youngster took too hard. Tessier idolised him, and when he was gone he seemed to lose all interest in life. But

  he’s too good to be lost. The man who discovered him believed he’d discovered a miracle.”




  “He had discovered a miracle,” said Glyn dryly, “and if you’re successful, you’ll have worked one. And all luck to you. When does Tessier land?”




  “To-night. I’ve just had a wire.” He took it out of his pocket and spread it on the table before him.




  It said:




  Arriving Victoria 11.54.










  Chapter Two




  THE rain, that had begun shortly before eleven, had swelled into a rushing torrent before the boat train from Dover reached London. Water streamed down

  the smooth sides of the engine, hissing on the metals; it thundered on the roofs of the carriages, came sweeping against the windows, so that even the meagre lights of the countryside were blotted

  out. The train was crowded; the third class carriage in which a little foreigner, with a large head, was huddled into a corner-seat, was full of women, talking with the peculiar stridency of voice

  that distinguishes a certain type of Englishwoman.




  “Now, mind what I say, Gwen, the minute we get in, you put your head out and get a porter. You know what this station’s like, about six porters for the whole train, and the men

  always get them if they can.”




  “Funny, how porters seem to like men. Get bigger tips, p’haps.”




  “Men have more money to throw away than us girls. Don’t have to do so much with it.”




  A plump lady, with feathers round an elaborate satin hat, joined in genteelly, “They do these things so much better in France. I’m sure at every turn there were those men in blue

  blouses simply clamouring to help you. And it’s no use telling me the French are an acquisitive nation; you don’t have to tip them a penny more than you would our own men and they look

  ever so much more grateful.”




  A fourth voice broke in from a further corner, “What I miss most when I’m abroad is my afternoon tea. These foreigners don’t seem to have any cosy notions at all. And if you go

  into a teashop all you can get is a bit of pastry costing twice as much as it does at home and half the size.”




  The unhappy little Frenchman listened to these criticisms of his country without resentment. His thoughts at this moment were concerned entirely with himself. It had been an abominable journey;

  he had been fearfully sick on the boat, and had felt more like a rat than a man as he stepped off, keeping an anxious eye on the solitary suit-case that now contained all his possessions. He was

  unaccustomed to this kind of travelling; last time he had come to London, eight years ago, the reception he had received would not have disgraced royalty. There had been eager crowds waiting on the

  platform, and they’d cheered him as he came benignly out of his first-class carriage, with servants to look after his ample luggage, and run ahead and arrange about his car. He had stayed at

  the Ritz and people had hung about in corridors, ostensibly to catch their friends, or pausing to light a cigarette, but actually, as he knew, to see him at close quarters. His table had been

  mobbed on the rare occasions when he hadn’t had his meals sent up to his suite; and once—this made him proudest of all—he had been on the pavement, waiting to get into his car,

  and a London omnibus had drawn up close by. The conductor had struck his head inside, and instead of calling Ritz Hotel as he always did, he’d said, “Anyone for Rene Tessier? Rene

  Tessier? Right, mum,” and he’d helped a plump lady to alight. Tessier himself had been so much enchanted by this tribute that he had remained on the pavement, to the delight of

  onlookers, who nudged one another and exclaimed, “Isn’t that sweet of him? Standing there to let everyone have a good look. I think he’s marvellous, don’t you?”




  “Oh, I do, my dear. Definitely marvellous.”




  He had got into his car then and been driven off, through the Park, with all the chestnuts in flower, and the may-trees coming out and tulips in bright beds at Hyde Park Corner and the Stanhope

  Gate. It was a different sort of welcome he would get now. Rene Tessier, so far as the public was concerned, was a dead man. He knew what they said about him. That the death of his son had broken

  him utterly, that he’d become a hanger-on at cheap cafés, touting for a drink from any fourth-rate fool who’d stand him the price of it and afterwards boast of his conquest, that

  he mixed with all the rabble of Paris—very likely that he was a thief and blackmailer into the bargain: that he was in debt, and constantly on the run from his creditors and the wretched

  women who trusted him for the rent of his single room. Oh, a back number, my dear, hadn’t saved a cent, of course, these actors never do and if he had, it would have gone into the

  publican’s pocket long ago. And there was a divine American called George Weyman, definitely the most amazing man the screen had ever portrayed. A mincing, jabbering ape, thought Tessier, but

  without indignation. He had so little passion left now, and what there was he must safeguard for the work he had to do; he had no energy to waste on the third-rate men who had stepped into his

  shoes. Besides, he’d got another chance, and he had come to England to take it. After two years the opportunity had sprung up; it would take all his wits, but at least he shouldn’t go

  down to posterity as one of the men who’d gone under. All the essential fire of the man’s nature burned up in him, stiffening the bowed back, lightening the haggard face.




  A woman who had left the carriage a few moments previously suddenly stuck her head through the door and said, “They’re saying the train’s on fire. Think it’s

  true?”




  The women to whom she spoke didn’t lose their heads. They said, “Oh, I shouldn’t think so,” in comfortable tones, and continued their reminiscences. Tessier rose slowly

  and stiffly, inch by inch; his hand gripped the frame of the carriage. Fire, whispered his terrified heart. All his life he had been haunted by this dread. But he mustn’t show his fear. He

  stood there panting and sweating, keeping himself rigid by a pure effort of the will, and those God-damned women went on commenting in their ignorant ill-bred fashion on the country of his birth

  and their extremely limited travels, quite oblivious of his obvious Parisian derivation.




  “I am Rene Tessier,” he muttered to himself. “I am Rene Tessier. I am not afraid,” and the wheels took up the maddening refrain, “You are Rene Tessier. Rene

  Tessier. And you are terribly afraid.” A groan escaped him, and a thin lady, smelling of peppermint, across the gangway, leaned forward and said gravely, “Tooth-ache, mossoo? I have

  some aspros . . .” But he smiled with difficulty and waved them away. It was nothing, he said. A little migraine, and then the woman came back and said it was a false alarm and everybody

  laughed and began to chat eagerly about other false alarms, and Tessier slid back into his seat. And at once his mind reverted, as it always did, to that chill morning almost before it was light,

  when he’d been called from his bed by a gendarme and taken down to the morgue to see a body laid out on a stone slab—the body of his son, who had destroyed himself by leaping, in a

  frenzy of despair, from the Arc de Triomphe. Rene had identified the corpse and attended the inquest; and when he came out into blinding sunlight he had to face a tornado of reporters and questions

  and the stares of the curious heartless multitude. For days after that he never opened a paper without seeing headlines that practically everyone else had already forgotten.




  

    Dramatic Leap to Death




    Film Star’s Son falls from Arc de Triomphe




    Midnight Tragedy


  




  Wherever he turned, on young shoulders and old, in the faces of sages and cretins, he saw only that dead white face, vacant and still streaked with mud, that bore no

  resemblance, in essence, to the face of his only beloved son. It was after that that he had dropped out, till now he was scarcely a name to the majority. Till now. He might never do another piece

  of work, but by this he would be remembered.




  “By God!” he whispered, and the words were less an oath than a vow.




  The train raced along the gleaming rails and entered the station. This was dimly-lighted and drab in the rain that thundered still on the dingy roof. Tessier drew in his small elegant feet to

  let the rapacious women scramble out and make their frenzied struggle for porters before he rescued his suit-case from the rack and climbed out. The platform was almost empty; only far ahead he saw

  the serviceable shapeless backs of some of his fellow travellers or their counterparts—these women were as alike as peas in a pod—and heard a dim clamour of voices as they argued with

  ticket-collectors and one another. At this hour, he reflected, Paris would be preparing for carnival; London seemed like a city of the dead. Yet he knew that under hundreds of roofs lights were

  blazing, lovely women in exquisite gowns were dancing, dicing, making love; suave finely-tailored men, who hadn’t been dragged from their beds on a dark May morning to identify a body, would

  be ordering drinks, chatting, all enjoying the luxury that only money can provide. While he, Rene Tessier, stood forlornly on the platform, wondering how he would drag his exhausted limbs as far as

  the hotel where he had booked a room, on the advice of a man he’d met in one of the little cafés on the outskirts of Paris where he was so often to be found.




  “It is not very comfortable,” he had acknowledged. “But no one will trace you there. And it is quiet. As for the food,” he shrugged his shoulders. “Well, one knows

  what food is like in these poor English hostelries.” Only Tessier didn’t know. Still, after his squalid Parisian experiences he didn’t suppose whatever this place was like it

  would daunt him. “I will take a cab,” he thought. “The driver will know the place,” and he stooped to pick up his case, for, true enough, there wasn’t a porter in

  sight. At that moment a dark lithe figure came running past the ticket-collector and approached him. He wore a wide-brimmed black hat and a black overcoat; between the two was a scarf no whiter

  than his face.




  “I beg your pardon, monsieur,” he said courteously. “I should have been here earlier, but for the weather. It was impossible for some time to get a cab.” He took off the

  black hat that was dripping, and Tessier saw that it was no blacker than his hair and eyes. A striking fellow, thought the perplexed Frenchman, but one whom for the moment he didn’t

  recognise.




  “I don’t quite understand,” he began, and the new-comer said at once, “I beg your pardon. My name’s Lane—Julian Lane. I’m producing Fleming’s new

  film. If you’ll permit me,” he took the bag from the other’s frozen fingers. “The honour’s mine, believe me. It didn’t occur to me till quite late that you might

  perhaps be travelling alone. You have reserved a room? If not, I’ve a spare room in my flat . . .”




  “You are very good, monsieur. I have a room.” He gave the address, watching his companion’s face. But Lane’s expression did not flicker.




  “Yes, I know the neighbourhood. We can get a cab now, I think. The rain’s clearing a bit.” They came through the barrier and Lane called imperiously to a porter, “Taxi,

  please.” One materialised out of the dark night and the young man handed his companion in and stepped in beside him.




  “You’ll let me travel with you and see you settled?” he suggested. “Some of these small hotels haven’t much notion of comfort.” And he added gracefully,

  “May I say, monsieur, how proud I am of this opportunity that you and Mr. Fleming are giving me? I hadn’t dared hope for so much luck.”




  “Did Fleming tell you what train I was coming by?” asked Tessier.




  “No. His secretary, Mademoiselle Dulac. It was she,” he added honestly, “who was anxious that you should have some sort of reception.”
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