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To say that Aubrey FitzJohn Derringham was bored to death with life and
its banalities is to say very little for that gentleman's appreciation
of Fortune's gifts. Yet the fact remains. He was bored. He suffered
existence rather than rejoiced in it. He looked out on the world and
appraised its values by the light of a dilettante experience. He had
tasted pleasure warily and sipped laborious delights with cautious
lips. Surface value meant little or nothing to him. He wanted to
plunge into depths of meaning; to pierce the shallows of sensation, to
gauge actualities and deal with the Day of Reckoning in advance. These
methods had effectually blunted any possibility of enjoyment measured
by an accepted standard, and life, as the actual important factor of
happiness, was to him but the treadmill of necessity.

Aubrey was the second son of a highly respectable Peer of recent
creation. His elder brother was equally respectable and equally keen on
doing his duty "in that state of life" to which the Catechism refers,
and which the accident of birth renders obligatory, even to the most
rebellious of its victims. He had married well and suitably, provided
heirs for the due carrying on of family honours, and occasionally made
a blundering speech in that House so hated by Radicals, and beloved by
snobs. To Lord Dulcimer the Honourable Aubrey FitzJohn was a source of
dire unrest and perplexity. It was not what he had done but what he
might do that was a thorn in the flesh of prosperous self-satisfaction.
Aubrey was thoroughly unorthodox in every sense that word represents
to prigs, and Puritans. That his life owned no open scandals only
assured his brother that there must be secret and terrible ones hidden
beneath its careless indifference. He was always distrustful of Aubrey;
always afraid that something quixotic or unorthodox would send its
flashlight across the path of dull propriety marked out as his own
pied-à-terre. When they met at exclusive clubs, or political dinner
parties, the contrast between the two brothers was the despair and
delight of their respective hosts, or hostesses. A greater contrast
could not well be imagined. Both then were friendly and agreeable,
and too well bred to resort to absolute reprisals, yet there was a
subtle undercurrent of animosity running beneath the surface of every
discussion and embittering every argument.

Thus matters stood when one April morning the Honourable Aubrey
FitzJohn discovered he had arrived at the venerable age of thirty.

It had pleased him to ignore the fact, but the morning post, brought
up by his valet and factotum, William Chaffey, aroused him to the fact
that his relatives were not oblivious of a matter so important. There
was a brief word of congratulations from Lord Dulcimer, a letter from
his mother, and a box of violets gathered in the woods of Derringham
Chase, and sent to "dear Uncle Aubrey" by his twin nieces.

Added to which Chaffey the imperturbable added to his usual respectful
greeting the banal congratulation suitable to the occasion. "Thanks,
but I hoped you'd forgotten," said Aubrey, accepting early tea and the
morning papers, after a glance at his correspondence.

"Forgotten, sir, no, sir," said Chaffey, standing respectfully at
attention. "Six years to-day, sir," he added in a subdued tone.

Aubrey looked up. "Six years—what?"

"Since you honoured me with your trust, sir, and took me into your
service."

Aubrey looked at the queer wizened face, the short alert figure, the
wistful dog-like eyes. "Is it—as long?" he asked.

"It seems short to me, sir. But then I've been happy."

"Queer," said his master. "I wish anything or anybody on the face of
this dull old earth could give me a chance of such a sensation."

"Don't you ever feel happy, sir? You always doin' a kindness, and that
generous with your money. It seems extraordinary, if you'll pardon my
sayin' so, sir."

"I think you know you can pretty well say anything you like to me,
Chaffey," said his master.

"Lord love you, sir! How am I ever goin' to repay you for your
trust—the chance you gave me!"

"Well, it's been well placed. So that's all we need say about it. Any
news this morning?"

It was one of Chaffey's duties to skim the cream of the morning papers,
and then direct his master's attention to any item of interest,
sensation, or importance.

"Yes, sir, that—that case will be concluded. Judgment to-day."

"Case?" Aubrey yawned, and half closed his eyes. "Not Lady
Featherstone's?"

"No, sir, the one I spoke of, a month or two back. That young fellow
supposed to have forged his uncle's signature. Perhaps you've
forgotten?"

"No. Didn't we take out one of my own cheques and prove how easy it
was?"

Chaffey's queer eyes glistened. "Yes, sir. You trusted me as far as
that."

"It was easy enough. Too easy. I wonder it hasn't been done oftener.
Four into forty; just the first stroke of the u into r; the
second into t, the last letter a y. Then the figures—only an
0 after the four, if there happens to be a space. There was a space,
I suppose?"

The man took out a crumpled slip of paper from a dirty leather
pocket-book. "This is it, sir. You threw it into the waste paper
basket, and I took it out."

"What made you do that?"

"Curiosity, sir, and also the fact that it was a cheque, and—and
signed, sir."

Aubrey FitzJohn sat up. "Did I sign it? I don't remember——"

"See for yourself, sir."

The man gave him the crumpled paper, and then walked across the room to
draw the curtains and let in the sunlight. These duties accomplished he
glanced at the occupant of the bed. Aubrey was sipping his tea with a
preoccupied air. The cheque lay on the silk coverlet beside the letters
and morning papers.

"Shall I get your bath, sir?"

"Not yet. It's only eight, isn't it?"

"Yes, sir. But the Law Courts open at ten, sharp, sir."

"Law Courts! What have I to do with the Law Courts?"

"You told me always to direct your attention to any case of real
interest, sir. I venture to do so in the present instance."

"You mean this—forgery?"

"Yes, sir. Verdict, to-day."

"I wonder if it would interest me. What are the facts, as far as you
have gathered them?"

The queer little valet came a step nearer. "Concisely, sir, as neat as
I can put it, they're as follows. Two brothers, orphans, left to care
of a rich uncle, wealthy manufacturer, Midlands. One goes into the
Church. The other, a sort of happy-go-lucky, 'self worst enemy' chap,
idles about Manchester. Uncles likes eldest—best. Bein' twins, there's
only a matter o' twenty minutes or so majority——"

"Seniority—is I think the word," suggested Aubrey.

"Thank you, sir. Yes, sir. It is the word. My education is, in a
manner o' speakin', self-made, sir. I beg your leniency."

Aubrey nodded. "Taken as read," he murmured.

"Exactly, sir. I've some knowledge of Board Meetings, sir."

"What haven't you a knowledge of, Chaffey? It would be hard to say."

"A student of life, and of the world, sir, has to have his eyes open
and use his wits. But to resume the story. Eldest boy was the fav'rite
always, 'cept with the cousin, uncle's only daughter."

"Oh, the inevitable woman!"

"Yes, sir. I'm sorry I can't leave her out. Seventeen or eighteen.
Pretty, and both brothers fell in love with her."

"Sounds like popular fiction for the middle classes?"

"Exactly, sir. It do seem sort of melodramatic. But to get on with the
interest, sir. There came a time in London when the young fellow was
rather goin' it a bit, and then followed the usual 'pull up' for want
of funds. Uncle, girl, and young feller were in town. Elder brother had
just fixed up for Holy Orders, so called, and was expecting a curacy in
a little out of the world parish in Devonshire. Before settlin' down he
and the family were doin' a little sight seein', and stayin' at one of
the big London hotels. It was there the forgery was committed. Uncle
gave the young nephew a cheque for four pounds one morning to pay a
bill. He changed the amount to forty pounds. Uncle only got his London
Bank book twice a year. He had another account in Manchester. Young
fellow thought he'd got a clear six months——"

"Wasn't the cheque crossed?" asked Aubrey.

"No, sir. Negligent. But even business men are that—on occasions.
Young feller paid the bill, got thirty-six pounds in change of the
cheque and—is now brought up to answer the charge. That's the case,
sir. You'll be able to hear the details better explained in Court, and
to follow it out, if it interests you. I think it will, sir."

"It seems to interest you, Chaffey. Do you know these people?"

The man hesitated for a moment. "I can't say I do, sir. Only a case
like this has interest for me, as you may imagine, sir."

"I can believe it. One question more. What's your opinion? Did the
young fellow commit the forgery?"

"Never, sir! I'd swear it!"

"I wonder how you arrived at that conclusion?"

"I've studied many criminal cases in my time, sir, since—since you so
generously helped me back to a decent life again."

"Never mind that. It's old history. You deserved all I did for you.
Honest service is hard to come by. I'm the envy of all my friends, and
the despair of all my enemies. They were sure I should repent of my
bargain."

"Not if I can help it, sir, as there's a God to judge me!"

"Words—between us are superfluous, Chaffey."

"I know you'll never hear anything, sir."

"Go and get my bath ready, and telephone for the car. Ten o'clock you
say at the Courts. Well, ten minutes ought to do it."

"I'll see that it does, sir."

Aubrey FitzJohn laughed. "Oh—you! Endangering your license and my
reputation!"

"I can drive, sir. You'll allow that?"

"You certainly can. What is there in point of fact you can't do,
Chaffey? You're an admirable valet, a fair cook, a past master in
the art of boot cleaning, and the veriest devil of a chauffeur. The
proverbial 'handy man' of Naval records should take off his cap to you."

"You're pleased to overrate my services, sir," said Chaffey humbly. "I
do my poor best. But when every duty is a labour of love, manner o'
speaking, why there's no merit in it, not that I can see."

"Life is only what our own point of view means for us," observed his
master, as he threw aside the bedclothes, and slipped out in mauve
silk pyjamas. He was fond of mauve as an aesthetic colour, and deemed
it hard that fashion forbade it for masculine apparel. He sought
compensation in his sleeping toilet. Dressing-gown, slippers, and
pyjamas, all bore hints of this unusual taste. Oddly enough it suited
him. His clear pale skin and light brown hair set off the somewhat
trying shade, and yet gave no hint of effeminacy.

When the valet returned from the adjoining bathroom he found his master
standing before the glass with a hair-brush in each hand. His hair was
in as correct order, as if he were ending instead of beginning his
toilet.

Chaffey went up to the bed, collected the letters and papers, and
placed them on a table. He kept one slip of paper in his hand, and
glanced from it to the figure at the dressing glass.

"Excuse me, sir," he said apologetically, "but this cheque——"

"Well?"

"You've left it—with your letters."

Aubrey turned round, still holding a brush in each hand.

"You're very mysterious this morning, Chaffey. I can't imagine why
you've preserved that old slip of paper. Pitch it into the fire."

He turned to the glass again.

"Yes, sir. Certainly, sir. But—I wanted you to be quite sure you
had signed it."

"Of course I must have done so. But I can't remember——"

"Would you mind looking at it again, sir?"

The man came nearer, still with that air of apology and
self-consciousness. Aubrey FitzJohn put down one brush, and turning
took the crumpled cheque in his fingers.

"Of course it's my signature. I could swear to it! What I can't
understand is why you've kept it all this time."

"I kept it, sir, to prove your memory for one thing."

"My memory!"

"Yes, sir, and—my honesty for another."

"You mean you could have cashed this cheque as easily as—well, as this
young fellow we are to see, has done?"

"No, sir. I didn't mean that—exactly. I only wanted to convince you
that memory isn't the only sense that plays tricks with us."

"You are excelling yourself this morning, Chaffey. I know my service is
a liberal education, but I fail to see what your pertinacity respecting
this cheque has to do with the day's programme."

"Nothing, sir, nothing at all. I am conscious of a liberty, sir. I
crave your pardon."

"All right. Order the car and a—devilled kidney—it has a legal
flavour about it!"

He turned to the glass again, and put the brush in his hand down beside
the other. Reflected in the mirror he caught sight of the valet's
imperturbable face. It seemed less stolid. There was a twist of the
queer mouth, a sort of twinkle in the eyes. What had come to the man he
wondered? At the door the valet turned again.

"I'm sorry, sir. But you were right in your doubts. You never did
sign that cheque!"

His master flashed round on him, more in surprise than anger.

"You old villain!"

"No, sir. It was only a try-on. You said once that your signature was
absolutely unforgeable. I—well it sort o' put me on my metal, sir, and
I fished out that cheque when you threw it in the waste paper basket,
and I said to myself I'll have a try. It took you in, sir. You must
allow it took you in."

"It certainly did. But what an odd thing to do. Let me see—it wasn't
for that sort of thing you had two years of His Majesty's pleasure?"

"No, sir. I told you—burglary."

"Of course." He laughed with sudden amusement. "A great achievement
that came to grief, and in which I was greatly interested. Well, having
forged my signature, and taken me in rather successfully, you may as
well hand back that cheque. Temptation is never so near as when we put
it away from us."

"I hope, sir, as you don't think I had any motive in doing this; only
to prove that I could do it?"

"I think you are an estimable valet, Chaffey, and I don't bother about
your private life, or adventures. All the same, I'd like to see that
bit of paper again."

The man brought it and gave it to him. He scrutinized it carefully near
and at a distance. "Yes. It would deceive me if I had to swear to it. I
wonder you didn't try the experiment on the Bank?"

"Sir!" Not injured innocence but genuine hurt feeling spoke out in the
man's voice. "I hoped—I thought this might show you you could trust
me. It wasn't a right thing to do, sir, I know, but, as an experiment,
it sort of interested me. I have your own authority for saying that an
interest is worth the sacrifice of a prejudice."

"Good Lord! Chaffey, if you're going to bring up my own epigrams as
accusers I shall have to cry off our bargain! Here, be off! You're
wasting my time, and I shall never be dressed, and the car won't be
here!"

He tore the cheque in pieces, and turned quickly to the bathroom. The
man laid out his shaving things, and then retired, that queer twisted
smile still lighting up his face.

*  *  * *  *  *

The car drew up at the ugly undignified buildings sacred to British
judicature, and emblematic of British architecture.

"You can garage the car, and go up in the gallery if you like," said
Aubrey to his chauffeur. "If I'm interested I'll wait till the court
rises. If not, I'll go home after lunch. Be here at one o'clock."

Chaffey touched his cap, and closed the door.

Aubrey Derringham sauntered into the great central hall and enquired of
a policeman as to the special court he was seeking. As he turned off to
the stairway, a bewigged and brisk young barrister hurried past. They
greeted each other as old friends.

"Who'd have thought of seeing you here!" exclaimed Harcourt
Cunninghame. "What's up? Not D. C., eh?"

Aubrey looked injured innocence. "Certainly not! The forgery case: Gale
and Jessop. I want to hear it."

"Then you'd better come with me. I'll get you a seat, else you'll have
to pretend you're a witness, or go to the stranger's gallery. We're so
cramped here there's no room for the lookers-on."

"Who, possibly, might see most of the game," said Aubrey Derringham.

"No doubt. There never was a case yet that someone didn't believe could
have been better carried out by somebody else than the special somebody
who did muddle through with it. That's Rufus Isaacs. He has a big
thing on to-day."

Aubrey looked at the dark intelligent face and wiry frame of the
eminent counsel. He passed on, with brows knit, and eyes on the ground.
His self-absorbed aspect spoke of important issues behind some of those
closed doors.

The young barrister ushered his friend into the Court Room, where the
forgery case had been tried. The judge was just coming in. The court
rose in greeting to his curt nods. Then seats were resumed, and a
general rustle of papers and murmur of voices evidenced the opening of
business.

Aubrey glanced at the dock, where the prisoner sat between two warders,
a pale-faced handsome boy about three or four and twenty. From thence
his eyes wandered to the group sitting near the solicitor's table: a
stern-faced stolid man; a slim girl, whose face was partially hidden
under a large shady hat, and a youth in clerical dress, startlingly
like the prisoner that involuntarily his eyes turned from one face to
the other. The resemblance was extraordinary. Aubrey marvelled at it as
he traced outline, colouring, features, height. "The two Dromios," he
muttered to himself. "Groundwork for tragedy here."

Then he seated himself on one of the hard wooden benches provided for
the spectators of daily recurring drama.

It was not his first experience of Law Courts, or criminal trials.
In a life of boredom he had found temporary excitement in such cases
as Chaffey brought to his notice. That was one of the queer valet's
duties, and it provided mutual interest for master and man. Rarely
was the reformed criminal's instinct at fault. A case pronounced by
him worth hearing was invariably a cause célèbre before it had run
through the first edition of the evening papers. Before an hour had
passed this morning Aubrey FitzJohn was keenly conscious of that human
document in the prisoner's dock. A document whose leaves of life were
turned by relentless hands, whose records were voiced by the lash of
prejudice inseparable from the traditions of prosecution.

How clever it all was, and how damning to the white-faced boy who
listened. Aubrey, watching closely, caught the flash of an eye, an
impetuous gesture, spontaneous denial sternly checked. And still the
pitiless voice went on, and took up its line of argument till the net
was drawn closer and closer round the accused's helplessness, and the
listeners confessed it looked more than black for him.

The court rose at the luncheon hour, and Aubrey FitzJohn shared a
cutlet and bottle of Bass with his barrister friend. He learnt from him
a few details not given in evidence. He learnt also that the case was
a foregone conclusion of "Guilty." Circumstance was too strong for the
other plea, and by the time the loosely strung defence was over, Aubrey
FitzJohn knew once more "how easily things go wrong" in this delightful
world.

In his own mind he was convinced of the boy's innocence. Certain that
he had never forged that cheque though the evidence had proved debts,
and an evening's escapade in doubtful company, while the defence had
been unable to explain either facts in a satisfactory fashion.

The jury retired. In fifteen minutes they had decided their verdict,
and Aubrey, watching the haggard young face thought how cruel a thing
was Fate. He never took his eyes off the boy. He was reading his life,
his temptations, his very soul. When the sentence was delivered he was
scarcely surprised at the dramatic episode which closed the scene. The
boy sprang to his feet, one arm upraised to heaven.

"I am not guilty!"

His voice rang out and over the hushed court like a clarion call. It
thrilled even callous hearts indifferent to the momentous consequences
of such a verdict. But the warders seized the boy's arm, and hurried
him off. The court rose. Barristers and solicitors put up their papers,
or gave directions to their clerks; the reporters collected fragments
of last written words ready for press, and Aubrey Derringham heard
himself saying—"What next?"
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What next?

It was a persistent question. One that haunted him through his saunter
homewards; that faced him in flaunting content bills of late editions;
that gave him an uncomfortable half-hour at the club, and was still
clamouring for response as he rested in his luxurious quarters in the
Albany, preparatory to dressing for dinner.

He was dining out at eight o'clock, in Grosvenor Square, and expected
to be bored as usual. He glanced at the card on his mantelshelf, and
then at the clock, and wondered why he had accepted the invitation.
There would be politicians who bored you with facts, and lamented
a Radical Government largely constituted by their own laziness and
inefficiency. There would be a strain of that Semitic element now
forcing its way into every channel of society—Finance, Art, and the
Press—by reason of its money bags. There might be a few decent women,
but that would depend on whether Bridge was or was not the raison
d'être of the evening. Mrs. Daniel Schultze's card parties were
noted for high play, and society had grown a little shy of them since
the éclat of a Club scandal had brought her name into prominence.

Aubrey rather liked Bridge, but the women who played it in Mrs. Daniel
Schultze's drawing-rooms had a rooted objection to losing, and an
equal objection to paying their losses. He hated to remind a woman
of a debt. The result of such unusual chivalry was disastrous to his
purse, and trying to his temper. Besides chivalry and generosity were
thrown away on the class of women who made Bridge the sole object of
existence. It was the day of the outsider; the moneyed plutocrat of
any nationality. Fine feelings were wasted on such people. Yet Aubrey
FitzJohn Derringham could not divest himself of a certain delicacy and
generosity of mind and manner even in dealing with them. Such traits
deserved to be the heritage of a descendant of a hundred Earls, instead
of the hallmark of a New Peerage.

"If it had been one of them!" he reflected. "They've done meaner
things, wickeder things than that poor boy in the dock to-day. Card
sharping is as dishonourable as forgery . . . and yet I'll have to grin
and smile and put up with pretences of 'forgetfulness' when there's a
palpable revoke, or a subterfuge of shuffling when a 'no trump' hand is
desired."

Only that Mrs. Schultze was witty and amusing, and gave dinners that
put the Marlborough and the Automobile into the shade, he would not
have accepted her invitation. As it was——

He pressed the button of the bell, and Chaffey appeared. He and the car
had been sent back from the Law Courts at the conclusion of the case.

"I want to ask you something," said Aubrey, as he lit a cigarette. "You
waited for the verdict, I suppose?"

"Yes, sir. You were kind enough to——"

"I know, I know. I saw you were interested. Then you heard what that
boy called out?"

"Spontaneous, wasn't it, sir? Sort o' made a lump come up in one's
throat when they seized his arms and hurried him off."

"Dramatic," said Aubrey, "but not convincing. At least I suppose not.
What I want to ask you, Chaffey, is to—well, to put yourself in that
boy's place for the time being. Tell me exactly how you felt, when
you were hurried off and—away, as he was? I want to know what comes
next?"

The man fidgeted nervously at some pretence of tidying a scrupulously
tidy room. As far as lay in his power he had tried to outlive the
memory of his own downfall and its consequences. That the Law still
honoured him with undesirable supervision he knew, and his master
knew. The magnificent idea of treating a criminal as a "suspect" in
perpetuo is one of the triumphs of legal obscurity; an idea worthy
of a nation where Christianity is the hypocrite's defence and the
honest man's despair. Chaffey owed his quixotic master a deeper debt
than even his dog-like fidelity acknowledged. It had been possible to
hold up his head among honest men, and work once more in an atmosphere
of trust and confidence.

The question now put threw him off his balance for a moment. There lay
so sharp a sting in its demand; so painful a memory behind its answer.

"I'll try to go back, sir. It's all a bit—a bit confused, so to say.
One isn't quite oneself as you may suppose, sir. There's been the
waiting, and the suspense, and the worrying of lawyers, and the feeling
that you're not believed, no matter whether you're innocent or not."

"That must be the hard part of it," said Aubrey.

"No, sir. There's worse than that. It's the—degradation, sir. The
feeling that you're treated as a mere brute beast; no sense; no
feelings, no decent instincts. That's what makes criminals of us, sir,
ninety-nine times out of every hundred. . . . But you want to know how
it's going on with young Gale—now?"

Aubrey nodded.

"He'll be taken from the court in the van, sir. To one of the nearer
prisons, temporary. Then there's the stripping and searching and
photographing and impressioning, and his first night in the cells. Then
he may be taken on to Wormwood Scrubs, or one of the large convict
prisons. I can't say which. There he'll have to work out his sentence.
It's a hard one for a first offence, sir, but it struck me there was a
sort o'—o' anymus, don't they call it? A dead set against him from
the first."

"It's rather hard, I suppose? That—first night in the cells and
afterwards—the waking?"

"It is, sir. You feel desperate. At war with the whole world, so to
say. When you're condemned—wrongful, I don't know what it must be.
Hell, sir, I'd say, if you'll excuse the langwidge."

"We make our own hells, Chaffey, and pretty hot ones sometimes."

"I'm not religious, as you know, sir, an' what I've seen and heard
hasn't 'elped to make me so. But those as sins don't want much after
punishment I'd say, if so be as they've had a taste of prison life
here."

"That boy—I can't forget his face, somehow. Do you think his sentence
will do him much harm, morally speaking?"

"He'll never be the same again, sir. The prison taint don't wash off.
Pitch is soapsuds to it! No, it sticks and sticks, and burns and burns,
and you don't ever feel yourself clean and self-respecting again!"

"Never, Chaffey? I hoped——"

"I know your goodness, sir. I know what you've done for me. Times I
do feel that it's all been a bad dream, and that I am what you're
kind enough to think me, sir. But then, it'll come back. It's bound to
come back. Pitch, Sir, that's what it is. Sticks so fast, and so close,
You're bound to know it's there!"

Aubrey was silent, and the man went quietly out of the room. "Poor
beggar," thought his master, "I suppose he'll never really forget!"

He turned to the low bookshelf which ran along one side of the wall,
and took out a volume, and opened it. It treated of English prison life
in the old convict days when foetid hulks and Botany Bay spelt the doom
of manhood however justly punished.

Aubrey had read it before. He read portions of it again on this May
evening, while the sun sank low in the west, and the life of the Great
City rolled on and on like waves of a restless sea. In his quiet
retreat no sound reached his ears save the occasional hoot of a motor,
or the faint hum of Piccadilly traffic. The season was in full swing,
and the fashionable world was trying to cheat itself once more into the
belief that pleasure is an inventive goddess.

Aubrey put back the volume in its place and rose at last. He must dress
and get off to Grosvenor Square, unless he wished to keep the table
waiting.

Everything was ready for him. Chaffey never neglected a duty, or a
collar stud. As Aubrey changed into immaculate evening dress his
thoughts went again to that boy in his prison cell, cut off from every
enjoyment, sentenced to a living death by the Law he was supposed to
have outraged.

"I don't believe he ever did it!"

Aubrey's own voice startled himself. He was conscious of standing
before his toilet glass gazing at his own reflection, and yet seeing
behind it only that young passionate face, and the trembling lips that
proclaimed innocence.

"Funny. I can't get away from that memory!" he said to himself. "Sort
of obsesses me! To think of him to-night, and then look at this!"

"This" meant the luxury of his own dressing-room, with its appointments
and comforts; its note of refined taste, and bachelor independence. The
sight of his face in the glass showed it less bored and indifferent
than its wont. A certain uneasiness and distress replaced its usual
composure. What was the reason? Aubrey asked himself that question
again, and found no answer. He had gone to hear this case out of pure
curiosity. He had heard it with a sense of indignant helplessness; an
irritation provoked by every word of the dogmatic counsel who voiced
the prosecution. He had read prejudice into every stilted phrase and
stereotyped theory. He had focussed blunders and smiled at deductions.
Yet—he had done nothing; he could do nothing. And for two years that
unfortunate boy would be condemned to the horrors of which he had been
reading. The coarse food, the tyranny, the hateful routine, the hard
labour, and worst of all the loneliness and isolation of undeserved
imprisonment.

"For he never did it!" Aubrey repeated. "I'll swear be never did it!"

"You're right, sir," said the subdued tones of his attentive valet,
at hand to fasten sleeve links, and brush specks from speckless
broadcloth. "He never did, if I'm any judge of guilt, or innocence. I
ought to be, I've sampled some."

"Chaffey," said his master, "do you think you could possibly find out
anything about this case that hasn't transpired in evidence? It seems
to me there must be something behind it all. A motive of some sort.
Supposing any one bore the boy a grudge? Had an interest in getting him
into a false position? Would it be possible to make such enquiries as
would lead to a clearing up of the mystery?"

Chaffey shook his head. "I shouldn't worry, sir. The thing's over and
done with. No good could come of raking up an old scandal to cover a
new one. You see his own people were dead against him. They must have
known."

"One's own people are sometimes one's harshest foes," said Aubrey,
taking the proffered handkerchief and gloves. "I wish you'd think it
out, Chaffey. You're rather keen on detective blunders."

"If you wish it, sir, I'll give the matter my best attention. It's a
bit queer, if I may say so, that we should both feel so concerned about
this young Gale. . . . Taxi, sir?"

"Yes. I suppose five minutes'll do the trick?"

"The streets are a bit congested, sir. But I'll tell the man to do his
best."

As Aubrey Derringham was whirled in and out of the noisy motor traffic
that had begun to disorganize London's thoroughfares, he wondered
who he was to meet at Mrs. Daniel Schultze's dinner. His previous
acquaintance with her hospitality had been limited to an afternoon
At Home, or a furious evening of Auction Bridge. There would be sure
to be Bridge after to-night's dinner, but he was determined to leave
before the dreaded "fours" were arranged. He felt in no mood for such
excitement as those rabid enthusiasts proffered.

He was thinking of the different meanings of life as typified by
individual interests. Social position to one, wealth to another,
success, fame, ambition, achievement. So it had been in past ages,
in cities as magnificent, empires as imposing. And Time's relentless
scythe had passed over them all, leaving only histories more or less
credible. So much, so little; so little, so much. And the same sun
still shone on the just and the unjust, the same moon rose on the
mysteries and sorrows and wickedness of nights such as this present
one. Bringing hope or joy, peace or woe, desire or death. How wonderful
it was, and how puzzling.

He looked at the passing crowd. The cabs and carriages and motor cars,
each with their well-dressed occupants; each emblematic of some hope,
or gain, or intrigue, or mystery. And the houses. Those mansions of
the great and the rich, those humbler neighbours elbowing themselves
out of a mews, or a back street, in the endeavour to achieve postal
significance. What was the real meaning of it all? For what purpose
were these crowds, this wealth, these sated, wasteful, extravagant
lives, and the puppets who danced in and out of the show?

Before he could realize the drift of such a question his taxi drew up
at the Schultze mansion, and he found himself on crimson carpet, and
amidst obsequious flunkeys, to the tune of whose ministrations he was
soon shaking hands and listening to introductions in the blue and gold
drawing-rooms of Mrs. Daniel Schultze.

*  *  *  *  *  *

The lady, of ample presence and Semitic origin, called by her intimates
"Mrs. Danny," was extraordinarily gracious to Aubrey FitzJohn
Derringham. In the first place he was the son of a Peer. In the next
he was considered very exclusive, and extremely difficult to get hold
of. Again he was unmarried, and an excellent Bridge player. Mrs. Danny
had two fair, or strictly speaking two dark daughters, gifted with that
vivid oriental beauty for which their race is famed—in youth. It was
her earnest desire that they should become aristocrats by marriage, and
she hailed even impecunious younger sons with delight, if only they
possessed titled relations, or coroneted prospects.

One of those daughters was Aubrey's dinner complement. She was only
just "out," so the season and everything connected with it held charms
of the "unknown." Her more blasé sister was trembling on the verge
of an engagement not yet announced.

Miriam Schultze was as lovely as a dream of the orient, but she
possessed no attraction for the Honourable Aubrey. He foresaw the
changes that a few years would bring even to a profile as faultless, a
figure as slim. Besides, in all she said, and looked, there lurked that
touch of vulgarity from which her father and mother suffered, and which
no education had eradicated in their offspring. But to-night the girl
embarked upon a subject of discussion that rendered her companion less
critical than usual. Nothing more or less than the forgery case which
was engrossing Aubrey's mind. "I'm so interested in it," she said, "for
Joss Myers, who defended the boy, is a cousin of ours. He was very full
of it. It's his first really important case. And I see by to-night's
paper there was a verdict of guilty. He'll be awfully sore about that."

Aubrey was astonished. He plunged straightway into a discussion of his
own day's occupation. He tried to find out from the girl what was her
cousin's real opinion of his client.

"Oh—he thought all along the boy hadn't done it!" she exclaimed. "And
that night out of which they made so much was a put-up thing. He was
made drunk, and then supposed to have got into a scrape for which he
had to pay the piper. Joss says he's inclined to think it was really
the other brother who's guilty, not Geoffrey Gale."

"The other brother!"

Aubrey rejected a sorbet in his excitement. "The young curate? What
on earth makes your cousin think that?"

"Have you read all the evidence?" asked the girl.

"Not any. I was present this morning by mere accident. I heard the
speeches for prosecution and defence, and the summing up, and the
verdict. The case interested me strangely. The boy was so young, and
then—that heart-broken cry of his—at the end. It made a lasting
impression on my mind."

"I read it in to-night's Pall Mall, while my hair was being done,"
she said. "I wish I had gone to the Courts. I was there the first day,
but I couldn't spare the time again. One's days are so full at the
commencement of the season."

Aubrey smiled indulgently at the affectation of importance. Then he led
her back to the all engrossing subject of the Forgery Case. He wanted
to hear what Joshua Myers had learnt of the boy's character, nature,
and associations. Before he left the dinner table he had made up his
mind to seek the young lawyer himself, and try to fit disjointed facts
and circumstances into the complicated puzzle that had meant Geoffrey
Gale's prosecution.

He did his best to avoid Bridge, pleading another engagement. He might
have succeeded but for Miriam's intervention. "Just one rubber. Do—and
play at my table. Joss Myers hasn't come yet. He promised to be my
partner."

"Myers? Is he coming?"

Aubrey hesitated, and was lost. He felt that he might as well stay on
the chance of an introduction to the barrister who had lost his first
case. He might learn some important facts that would throw light on
Geoffrey Gale's history.
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JOSHUA MYERS turned up at the Schultze domicile too late for Bridge,
but early enough for that introduction desired by Aubrey. No one spoke
of his first failure, if indeed any one thought of it as an interest
sandwiched between lost rubbers, or hard-won victories on "no trumps."

Aubrey made himself specially agreeable to the dark sombre-looking
young man, who was spoken of as likely to be an ornament to the Bar,
and who brought to his profession the acuteness of his race, as well as
no mean portion of its wealth and influence.

When Myers took his leave Aubrey did the same, and finding his new
acquaintance inclined for exercise, discovered that their ways lay
sufficiently near for companionship. He made his opportunity and
contrived to lead the conversation to their mutual interest in the
Forgery Case. Myers was less reticent than his manner betokened; in
fact he seemed keen on explaining just how difficulties had been made,
the facts rendered unassailable. He seemed surprised at Aubrey FitzJohn
Derringham's interest in criminal matters. More than surprised when,
accepting his invitation for a smoke and an apollinaris, he accompanied
him to his rooms, and witnessed the luxury of his surroundings.

Over cigarettes and whiskey they touched on political difficulties, and
the prospects of prolonged Liberalism. Then, very cautiously, Aubrey
led the conversation to the subject that so obsessed him. If the Law
was so strong, and yet could make mistakes so vital to human liberty,
who was safe?

Joshua Myers sprang eagerly into argument.

"The boy was to blame—in a manner," he said. "He held something back.
I couldn't get it out of him. I told him the case was pretty black, but
he wouldn't believe me. Even up to the moment that the jury returned
with their verdict cut and dried and agreed upon, he didn't seem to
realize what it meant."

"That accounts for his declaration of innocence, I suppose?"

"As if that was any use," answered the barrister. "A dramatic
episode worked up into the best journalese; warranted to sell a few
hundred 'extra specials.' But—it convinced no one."

"It convinced me."

Myers flashed his vivid dark eyes on the quiet face. "Really? You
formed your own opinion of the case, in spite of evidence?"

"I heard none. I only attended the last act of the drama."

"Ah—if it was only that! I saw the poor boy to-night, in his cell.
It was very—painful."

Aubrey thought none the worse of legal authority for manifesting a
little natural feeling. He lit a fresh cigarette, and paid renewed
attention to the syphon, before resuming the conversation.

"You won't appeal, I suppose?"

"No use. The judge had made up his mind. That carries weight in the
higher courts. Besides, he has no money."

"It seems hard that his own relative should be the prosecutor."

"Hard! My dear Mr. Derringham, have you any conception of the hardness
of the Nonconformist conscience? A nether millstone is cotton wool to
it! Wrong—judged and condemned as wrong—demands fire and brimstone,
and the 'worm that never dies,' and all the horrors that only true
piety can paint as its avenger!"

"That's the uncle! What about the brother? Twins are supposed to be
devoted?"

"This must be the rare case that means exception. These brothers
seem as antagonistic as Charles and Joseph Surface. One all careless
good-humour, generosity, and recklessness; the other—well, two words
paint him: Canting hypocrite!"

"I thought so. I watched his face."

"I believe he knows something that would have saved the boy. That he
could have spoken but he wouldn't. He wanted him disgraced, and he
wanted him out of the way."

"Love complications?"

"Exactly. The everlasting she, who from birth to burial plays havoc
with men's lives!"

"We are both—safe—so far, I presume?" said Aubrey. "A married man
wouldn't have said that."

"No. I'm no Benedict, and have no desire to become one. As for you——"
he looked round. "You're wise if you know when you're well off."

"I hope I do know it. On the other hand empty vices don't appeal.
I shun morning reflection and the chorus of musical comedy spells
only—inanity."

"Yet you're young enough for a loose end or two?"

"Oh, I don't set up as a moral example! It's my fault I suppose that
I'm so easily bored, and that human nature interests me more as a study
than an incentive."

"A study. Is it that? If you followed a profession like mine——"

"Blame indolence, and the absurd conventions of family pride. A new
family, a double edition of pride."

"You do—nothing, I suppose?"

"I specialize a little in travelling, but there's not a quarter of the
habitable globe without its hotel, and its telephone. I'm thirty years
of age—to-day, and I confess the problem of cui bono is the bogey
of my present, possibly of my future——"

"Is that why you sought distraction in the Law Courts?" asked Myers.

"One reason. Yes . . . I've been worrying myself over the result ever
since. I expected an interest, I've gained an experience."
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