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THE BEGGAR DANCE 
 

I 

 

The following story was found amongst some old papers of a novelist who 

has recently died. Permission has not been given to reveal the name, but it 

may be noted that his work was characterised by a wonderful insight into life, 

and by the peculiar literary charm which he brought to bear on every incident 

he portrayed. […] It has, however, a certain touch of realism which makes the 

reader wonder whether or not “The Beggar Dance” may be a fragment of 

autobiography. 

 

II 

 

Cold, sleet, slush, fog—one of these ghastly November evenings which bring 

despair to the hearts of the homeless and make even the rich shiver beneath 

their furs. The Thames rolls its brown waters unconcernedly, heeding not the 

poor wretches that lean over its bridges and wonder whether it were not best 

to fling themselves into the murky depths and for ever find rest. The lamps 

shine strangely on the Embankment, each surrounded by a misty halo. Up 

Northumberland Avenue it is a little clearer, the lamps shine brighter, life takes 

on a less gloomy shade. Across Trafalgar Square, down Charing Cross Road, 

there is still more light, great patches of bright haze proclaiming the presence 

of theatres. 

This evening the Crown Music Hall stood forth with a certain dignity. Large 

posters, well-illumined, displayed the full-length portrait of a woman—a 

beautiful woman—and underneath the portrait was written: “To-night at 9.30 

Constance Réveillon in her famous Beggar Dance.” In letters of fire, round the 

porch of the theatre the same tale 

was repeated—“Constance Réveillon—

The Beggar Dance.” 

And here I found myself this dreadful 

night. Only one sixpence between 

myself and beggary. I, a gentleman by 

birth, but fallen so low as scarce to 

remember even that. Educated? —yes; 

but with the education of some 

twenty years ago that was worse 

than useless. Fit for nothing, unable 

to get any work after weeks of honest 

striving. 

The one poor room which I inhabited 

would to-morrow be no longer mine, for I could not find the rent; henceforth I 

must be one of the homeless wanderers. My God! how the mother who gave 
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me birth would weep if she could see me now—and yet the worst had not 

happened. I had not yielded, though so strongly tempted, to the seduction of 

the river. I must and would fight it out. 

I was standing near the stage door when a motorcar drew up from which 

emerged a lady clad in beautiful sables. I knew her at once; she was the great 

Réveillon. And then to meet her came a tall man, a typical manager, and the 

two stopped on the street, talking earnestly. I was near enough to hear what 

they said, but they took no notice of me. Why did they not go inside the 

theatre? It was cold enough. But fate plays many games, and in this one she 

had decided to include me. 

“But Mr. Barker, what is it you would tell me? My beggar is run over at 

Wimbledon, so? poor devil. Unable to play—Eh! But of course: the understudy? 

A fool I know, but he will do all right though. I will dance, Oh heaven, I will 

dance so that they shall not know whether there is a beggar or not.” 

“Madame, you do not understand,” replied the agitated manager. “The 

understudy, Irwin, has telegraphed us he cannot come to-night. He has got 

pneumonia. He will not be here, and there is no one.” 

The despair in the manager’s voice roused La Réveillon. 

“Mon Dieu! What can we do? Is there no one?” 

“We must find someone—but at such short notice, barely an hour. I wired 

Jacques if he would help us out, but he is on at 

a show in the Frivolity, and I can think of no 

one. Stay! there is Mark Lord; he would do at a 

pinch if we can get him in time…” 

So, saying the manager rushed off to the 

telephone, leaving La Réveillon alone on the 

street. 

“Madame, I will play the part,” I said moving 

forward as if impelled by some irresistible 

impulse. 

“You,” she exclaimed, glancing at me half 

angrily, half critically. “You,” she repeated, and 

then she laughed. 

I should have been abashed, I should have 

turned away with an apology, but the words 

framed themselves again on my lips and I 

repeated: 

“Madame, I will play the part.” 

She looked again at me, more carefully; the 

light from one of the lamps caught my face, and 

she gazed for a few seconds earnestly; then she 

grew pale, seemed almost to stumble forward, but recovered herself 
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instantaneously. Her right hand was pressed against her heart. Just then the 

manager hurriedly returned: 

“Wire engaged,” he explained briefly “They’ll ring me up in a moment. A 

thousand apologies for having left you. Let us come in out of the cold.” 

“I have been well entertained,” Madame replied laughingly. “This man, he has 

offered to what you call ‘save the game,’ ” and she pointed to me a little 

derisively. 

The manager turned on me angrily. “Has he annoyed you, Madame? Be off 

with you. Poor devil, he looks a bit down on his luck though.” 

My impulse had been to move away, but I was held, as it were by force, to 

the spot. My clothes and shoes were evidence of my ill-fortune, if evidence 

were needed. This was only another rebuff. What did it matter? But the woman 

looked at me again. 

“Poor devil,” she murmured, “he has a queer face. After all there isn’t much 

to do, and he is better than nothing. Come,” she said, “I have a presentiment. 

You shall act to-night with me. We will do great things together, you and I, 

and you shall have as your reward the money they throw you on the stage. For 

to-night then? To-morrow—what matters to-morrow? Is it agreed then? Come.” 

A fervour of gratitude rose in my breast. I had never realised before to such 

an extent my utterly desperate state. Tears dimmed my eyes, as I half 

unconsciously offered her my hand to seal our contract. She took it, and we 

three passed within the precincts of the theatre, the manager expostulating 

in vain. The French blood of La Réveillon was revealed in her impetuousness, 

her obstinacy, and her kind heart. 

 

III 

I stood before a mirror, clad in appalling rags—a 

veritable beggar. My face was emaciated by recent 

starvation, but the make-up brought this out even 

more strongly. I gaped at myself. In fifteen minutes 

more I should be on the stage. Several thoughts, 

unbidden guests, coursed through my brain, strange 

questionings obsessed me. What strange freak of 

fortune had ever made me dare to approach La 

Réveillon? Then I felt strong, purposeful, impelled as it 

were to some end. Now my courage was completely 

gone. The next hour loomed before me in horrid guise. 

I knew not what it would bring forth. What was the 

part that fortune had cast for me? A man had come 

and told me what I was to do. I had been shown where 

to stand—near the footlights, to the side. I was to 

appeal dumbly for money, raising my sightless eyes to the audience for pity, 

while she danced for me and claimed by her art the charity which would have 
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been denied to my rags. Above all I was not to get in the way. This was all I 

could remember. While it was explained to me, I seemed to grasp it all, to 

understand, and my informant appeared pleased. He had called me “intelligent,” 

and said he thought we should get through all right. But now! now it was all 

going from me, and a chill terror was possessing me. 

Great heavens! Only ten minutes more! No, I could not do it. I must escape 

while there was yet time. I turned; surely there was someone in the room; yet 

where? I looked round, there was no one. I glanced back towards the mirror; I 

looked the part, a new courage seemed to be coming to me. Could I go through 

with the thing? Again, the impression stronger this time, I felt I was not alone; 

again, I turned and gazed upon nothingness. Yet stay! A shadowy misty figure 

was forming itself by the corner near the door. As I looked, my fears seemed 

gradually to disappear, my courage seemed to strengthen, yet I could not 

speak. Closer and closer drew this figure, still shadowy, yet the form more 

clearly defined, but the face was clouded and misty. At length it came near to 

me, so near that I could have 

touched it. I even wished to do 

so, but the power to move 

seemed to have left me. Slowly it 

approached, and still I could not 

move. Fascinated I watched; at 

last so near it came, I could not 

understand why it did not touch 

me. Nearer even yet, and I lost 

the sense of its outline. It was 

there, I knew, and now I could 

not see it. At last I realised; it 

had passed partly through me, 

enveloped me, and stopped.  

There are some things which cannot be written down. I was now possessed 

of an indescribable sensation. I was myself, and one other. There was one part 

me, and another part not me, and this other part was in command. What did 

it all mean? It was now time to go on the stage. I looked once again in the 

mirror and saw myself —myself yet not myself. Someone now came to call me. 

A thrilling inspiration filled my being. I was no longer Stephen Margrave; I was 

the beggar for whom the lady danced. Confidently I pursued my way to the 

wings. The mocking glances of the stray players I met did not touch me, 

although they eyed me curiously. Were they conscious of the change in me, I 

dimly wondered; and then my other self-impelled me forward. La Réveillon met 

me, and scarcely heeding me said: 

“Go on first, and stand there, and don’t get in my way. Courage! I come 

immediately behind you.” 

I nodded. All fear had left me now and, lost to everything save an 

overwhelming sense of excitement, I stepped upon the stage. 

IV 
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Strange and conflicting emotions held me as I took my place close by the 

footlights. At first, I had no fear; I shuffled on, just as a sightless man might 

do, groping my way to the destined position, my right hand grasping 

pathetically some sort of bowl in which to receive the charity of the casual 

passer-by. My eyes were open, gazing, as it were, into an impenetrable 

darkness. In truth, the glare of the footlights at first dazzled them, but soon I 

became aware of a sea of shadowy faces, and tier upon tier of figures with 

eyes intently turned towards me. The sense of duality which had taken hold of 

me in the dressing-room and borne me safely behind the footlights seemed to 

be deserting me. The other presence began to recede from me. As in a dream, I 

observed that “it,”—the other me—had deserted me for a while and was 

standing close to where La Réveillon would make her entrance. 

She was coming—only 

fifteen seconds after my 

entrance, but what an 

eternity these fifteen 

seconds had seemed. A 

hush fell upon the 

audience, a silent 

expectancy made itself 

felt. She was coming— 

and a ripple of applause, 

growing louder and 

louder, heralded her 

coming. 

She came on quietly, 

apparently unconscious 

of everything save her 

desire to dance for the 

beggar, to bring to an unfortunate fellow-being some of the happiness that 

was surely hers. Her movements were grace personified, and she approached 

me with a smile full of heavenly pity. Closer she came, and behind her glided 

the shadowy figure. When she was almost at my side, the figure moved forward 

more quickly, and once more enveloped me. Again I was Stephen Margrave and 

one other, again courage possessed me; all strangeness left me. 

The dance began; La Réveillon stretched forth her hands towards me with a 

gesture of exquisite compassion, and then turned thus towards the audience 

in a mute appeal for help. Slowly she swayed to and fro, as if possessed by a 

sense of her own inability to aid; then her movements became gradually more 

quick, almost imperceptibly so, until at last a realisation came to me that she 

was caught in the toils of her art, lost in the maze of a wonderful whirl of 

movement. Not a sound could be heard in the theatre, save the weird music 

from the orchestra, which wafted to my ears as it were the strains from some 

other world. 
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I could not be still. The Presence yet with me seemed utterly to possess me. 

A blind man often displays powers which seem incredible to those with sight. 

He develops a sixth sense; thus was I. I had ceased to be Stephen Margrave, 

had ceased to be the Presence; I was the beggar. Seeing nothing, yet governed 

by this sixth sense, I turned and followed with my sightless eyes, wide open, 

staring, every movement of La Réveillon’s dance. For one moment the audience 

gave their attention to me. I pleaded with my hands, I showed by my gestures 

the work of mercy this wonderful woman was doing by dancing for me, a 

beggar from the street. My adoration for her was manifest in my every 

movement, and it was not feigned; it was a reality. Love—I had never known 

what it meant before—filled my being. I loved 

Constance Réveillon, or was it the Presence 

that loved her, for it dominated me completely 

now? My actions showed my love. I moved 

towards her as if to bid her cease her work of 

mercy, as if to tell her how unworthy I was. My 

face was turned towards hers. For an instant 

she met my look, seemed to falter. Again, as at 

the stage door, her hand sought her heart; an 

answering look of love leaped into her eyes, 

succeeded by a puzzled and disappointed 

expression. On she danced, but every moment 

the triumph of her dancing was more and more 

apparent. I moved from side to side of the 

stage—all orders forgotten—worshipping her, 

asking the people to crown the appreciation of 

her art, by rewarding her in the way she would 

have wished—by rewarding me.  

My musings were suddenly disturbed. Something whizzed through the air, 

struck me and rolled to the floor. It was a sovereign. Carried away by the 

impelling magic of the scene, some spectator had thrown it. It fell at my feet 

unheeded. The spirit of art had entered into me. I would not spoil her dance by 

groping on the stage for a sovereign. More coins were thrown, even some 

jewellery—charity for the beggar. 

At last the movements of La Réveillon grew slower, slower, still slower. I 

moved back to my original position, holding out my hands once again to the 

people. Then a strange thing happened. She came close behind me, laid her 

hands lightly on my shoulders, bent forward and smiled. 

“Thank you! my beggar—my mascot—you and I will dance for ever, will we not?” 

One last gesture of appeal from her, a shower of coins, a bow, and she drifted 

from the stage, amidst thunders of applause. I stood where I was, the Presence 

was leaving me. I was conscious of gold lying at my feet. I bent down as if to 

feel for it; the curtain had begun to fall. Another burst of applause, as the 

audience were slowly hidden from my sight. 

Could it be that this applause was for me? 



7 

 

V 

The memory plays strange trick with one. I have but a confused recollection 

of what happened to me between the time of the fall of the curtain and my 

waking up next morning in my dingy little lodging in Pimlico. The first thing 

my eyes lit on were my clothes, still wet with the rain of the night before, 

lying as if hastily thrown about the room. How I had returned from the theatre 

I could not remember. Suddenly a wave of doubt came over me. The whole 

thing was a dream, an elaborately constructed dream, a fantasy born of my 

wretched state to cheat me of my misery. But it had been marvellously 

realistic. Even now, I could scarcely reconcile myself to the theory that it was 

all a dream, albeit I had no evidence to prove that the wonderful events I have 

just set down had ever taken place, but for my knowledge that I had been out 

on the streets for hours last night as my wet clothes testified. 

 

I got up wearily. To-night must be spent entirely on the streets; save for my 

sixpence I was utterly destitute. Then suddenly something lying on a table in 

the corner of the room attracted my attention.  It was a bag, and to that bag 

was attached a card. A flood of recollection swept over me. I remembered, at 

first dimly, then more clearly, that after I had left the stage, I had changed my 

clothes, and then someone had given me a bag—the very bag lying on the table 

before me—tied up with La Réveillon’s card, and on it, pencilled in her 

handwriting: “From the Lady to the Beggar.” A message had 

also come; she wished to see me in half an hour. Had I gone 

to see her? I could not tell. Perhaps in time I should 

remember details. Now all was vague, shadowy, except 

the bag; it was tangible. I opened it; and the glint of 

gold caught my eye. My recent experiences had dulled 

my brain, or I would surely have known what it must 

contain; but perhaps this was because my thoughts 

were otherwhere recalling the wonderful dance, or 

rather fragments of the wonderful dance I had seen. Still 

man must live. Our contract came before me; the bag 

contained my earnings. I turned them out on the table—a diamond ring, a gold 

bracelet, fifteen sovereigns, six half-sovereigns, twelve half-crowns, and four 

shillings. In all, nineteen pounds, fourteen shillings. Riches, indeed! I counted 

the money over and over again, mentally assessing the value of the ring and 

bracelet. For the moment the theatre, the 

dance, all were forgotten; my horizon was 

limited by nineteen pounds, fourteen shillings, a 

diamond ring, and a gold bracelet. La Réveillon 

had nobly kept her part of the contract. The 

sudden revulsion from hopeless poverty to 

comparative wealth overwhelmed me. I sat 

down, unnerved, put my face in my hands, and 

wept. 
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After a little, I began to grow accustomed to my change of fortune. Then the 

thought of the theatre again swept over me. La Réveillon’s whispered words 

as she left the stage came back to me: 

“You and I will dance for ever, will we not?” 

She had not understood; that was it, she had not understood. How should she 

know of the Presence, how should she guess that, had not something that was 

not me allied itself to me for a brief hour, I should have ruined and not helped 

her dance ? I could not go back to the theatre. Having once tasted the fruits 

of a success which was not mine, could I bear the horror of a failure which 

would be mine alone? It was impossible. Still she counted on me—that I knew—

and in a few short hours would expect me. And I must not go, for something 

within me told me firmly and inevitably that the Presence would not come 

again. Better surely she should think me faithless, than that I should fail to 

repeat the wonderful performance of last night—and my performance had been 

wonderful. The beggar had been no adjunct of the dance, he had been part of 

it; in his way, he had performed his duty as marvellously as she, and surely no 

dancer had ever danced as she did last night. 

I sat and argued with myself, but all my deliberations ended in one 

determination; I would not act to-night. Still, I must warn her. I would send a 

telegram to her, breaking my engagement, if engagement it had ever been. 

Sooner starve than go with the certainty of spoiling her triumph. 

£19. 14s. I could well spare sixpence on a telegram. I would spend the very 

sixpence that had stood between me and beggary. The idea appealed to my 

imagination. I dressed hastily and went out quietly. Somehow, I wished to avoid 

my landlady, a person whose mental horizon never extended beyond the idea 

of her rent. I could satisfy her now, but I would not see 

her yet. I was cold and faint for want of food. There was 

an A. B. C. shop close by. I should have toast, poached 

eggs and coffee—a glorious meal. Anticipation hastened 

my steps. 

Just at the door of the shop a boy was selling 

newspapers. I must allow myself one luxury. I bought 

one, changing a shilling, — my sixpence I kept for the 

telegram—but I did not open it until I had given the order 

for my breakfast. A penny paper must not be treated 

lightly. I was perusing the advertisements first when my 

ear was caught by a sound outside. My newsboy was 

calling out in strident tones: “Sudden death of a famous 

Dancer.” 

Something in the tragedy of the words struck me, and I opened my paper 

feverishly, but I knew before I opened it what I should read. 

We regret very much to announce the sudden death of Mme. Constance 

Réveillon this morning at her residence in Eccleston Place. The death was 

due to failure of the heart, and must have occurred in the early hours, 

for her maid found her dead when she took in the morning tea. 
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Then followed an account of the actress’s career. I read it eagerly; all the 

facts had been pigeon-holed by some enterprising journalist, in readiness to be 

brought out when occasion arose. They were well strung together. Further on 

I read: 

Last night Mme. Réveillon seemed to have reached the height of her 

triumph. Many spectators say that she has never before danced so divinely. 

One curious incident occurred prior to the performance. We believe that 

the part of the beggar, owing to an accident to Mr. Devereux, and, almost 

simultaneously, the sudden illness of his understudy, was left absolutely 

unfilled, until just at the last moment an actor out of work offered his 

services, which were, faute de mieux, accepted. What threatened to ruin 

Mme. Réveillon’s dance proved only to enhance its perfection. The stray 

“beggar” acted marvellously, interpreting the part in a new and inspiring 

manner, and Mme. Réveillon declared last night that she would never 

dance her Beggar Dance again unless this man acted with her. His name is 

unknown, but his acting was so fine that he is sure never to be overlooked 

in the future. His performance was reminiscent of the work of Arthur 

Gerrard who, it will be remembered, died under painful circumstances only 

a year ago. He was at the time of his death engaged to be married to Mme. 

Réveillon, and it is said that the heart trouble from which she suffered and 

from which she eventually died was largely accentuated by her grief. 

 

VI 

La Réveillon dead! I tried to realise it, to understand all it signified, but even 

at such moments when we would be most alone, the outer world interrupts. A 

waitress came, bringing my meal. The thought of food sickened me. I gave her 

some money and went towards my lonely lodging almost dazed. Up the long 

stairs I slowly climbed, and then having reached my room, I locked the door 

and sat down to think. 

La Réveillon dead! I understood now what the world would never know. The 

love of Arthur Gerrard for Constance Réveillon had lasted beyond death. Have 

the dead prophetic insight? Did he know she was so soon to join him? Be that 

as it may, it was he and he only who had inspired me that wonderful night. His 

love for Constance had brought him back to the physical world to do one last 

service for her. And in a sense, she had known this, for twice—once at the stage 

door, once during the dance when the stranger completely dominated me—she 

had faltered, and pressed her hand against her heart as if to quieten its beating. 

Surely it was the inspiration of his presence that had made her dance that 

night as she had never danced before, gaining a veritable triumph, reaching the 

culminating point of her art. 

While I was thus musing, my mind came back with a sudden jerk to practical 

affairs. £19. 14s, will not keep a man for ever. I must get work, the future must 

be faced. And as I was grappling with my problem, once again the strange, the 

weird, the supernatural occurred. The Presence was again with me. I felt, rather 

than saw, this time. For about five minutes it seemed to linger with me, and 

then left me, as it were, reluctantly; but a distinct impression remained with 
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me that it had tried to do me some service for what I had done for her in her 

hour of need. 

The impression persisted, and gradually, 

as if from some other world, an idea 

seemed to filter down into my brain. I 

could not act, and yet I had the instinct 

for art. It has many branches, and I might 

be true to her in one though false to her in 

another. A fresh hope began to take birth 

in me. Was it not possible? One thing at 

least I could do. I might try to write the 

story of that wonderful night. Filled with 

the idea, I found a pen, some paper and 

wrote for a couple of hours the story 

which is here set down. But I owe it to her 

that it should never see the light of day, 

for it holds a part of her life-history which 

is known to but three persons—herself, 

Arthur Gerrard and myself. And two of 

these are dead. Still the hope remains… 

 

[The manuscript here comes suddenly to an end.] 

 

 

——————— 


