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  Basil Maclaine, Esquire, of the Board of Trade, laid down the World with the air of a man who has refreshed his soul with the pleasures of good company. And, indeed, he had been revelling, at the cheap rate of sixpence, in the very highest society this realm affords. 'Great dance at the Simpsons' last night, I see,' he said, taking up his coffee-cup in his other hand; 'and Bertie Montgomery's lost a cool thousand again over that good-for-nothing two-year-old he entered for Ascot.'




  'Who are the Simpsons?' his companion asked, by way of reply, helping himself as he spoke to a third large slice of toast, and looking up with an innocently frigid smile at Basil's handsome countenance.




  Basil twisted his black moustache gingerly between finger and thumb in a preoccupied way as he answered offhand, with the easy, knowing air of the young man about town, 'Why, Lady Simpson's, of course. There's only one Lady Simpson in London, isn't there? Sir Theodore's wife, you know—the great gout and gravel doctor.'




  'Oh, ah!' his companion replied, shutting his mouth very firmly. 'I don't know them.' Then, after a short pause, pointedly, 'Do you, Maclaine?'




  The young man about town, thus seized at a disadvantage, took a large piece of kidney and a crisp bite of toast, both which esculents he thoroughly chewed with slow deliberateness (in a way that would have satisfied even Sir Theodore himself, that rigid advocate of complete mastication), before he answered, somewhat crestfallen, and with a forced smile, 'Well, I don't precisely know them, you know; not quite exactly what you may call know them; though I see them about sometimes, Harrison, at "At Homes," and so forth. But one likes to hear what's going on in the world, any way, of course, doesn't one?'




  'Of course,' Douglas Harrison answered, with prompt acquiescence, glancing at his own hastily-read morning paper on the easy-chair close by. 'One likes to keep count of how the world wags. Seen that remarkable compromise in the tailors' strike yesterday, by the way? The men seem to have behaved extremely well, and they've got the extra half-hour they were fighting for at last out of those wretched sweaters.'




  'Oh, indeed, have they?' Basil Maclaine echoed, half stifling a yawn. 'How very interesting!' It was his turn to shut his mouth tight with a snap now, and look profoundly unmoved. For you may take it as a general principle in life that whenever a man says to you, 'How very interesting!' he wishes to give you to understand, in the politest possible way, that the subject on which you are speaking bores him ineffably.




  'Yes, they've got the half-hour at last,' his friend went on, musing. 'And Bertie Montgomery's thousand would have got it for them a week ago, and saved these poor souls, with their wives and children, seven long days and nights of suspense and misery. Bertie Montgomery's thousand! Gone on a racehorse! By the way,' he continued suddenly, pulling himself up short against a new-laid egg, 'who is Bertie Montgomery, now I come to think of it?'




  The young man about town winced visibly. 'Why, Lord Adalbert Montgomery, don't you know,' he answered, with a testy little snort. 'Of course you've heard of him—the Duke of Powysland's younger brother.'




  'And do you know him, too?' Harrison went on, smiling.




  'No, I don't,' Basil Maclaine replied, cornered once more. 'What a fellow you are to nail a man down! I've only met him.'




  'Where?'




  The lover of good company paused and hesitated. 'At Goodwood,' he answered at last, after a short mental struggle.




  'Then why the dickens do you call him Bertie?' his friend asked mercilessly. For Basil was quite right. If ever there was a man for getting you down and sitting firmly on top of your vanquished head, that man was certainly Douglas Harrison.




  'Well, everybody calls him Bertie,' the young man about town remarked, on the defensive now. 'He's universally known as Bertie in Society.'




  'But I'm not in Society,' Harrison interposed, with bland persistence.




  'Well, then, hang it all! I'm sure I'm not,' Basil Maclaine answered, half nettled at his friend's quiet rebuffs. 'But I talk of people as I hear them talked of.'




  'I don't think it's good form to talk of people one doesn't know by their Christian names—above all, in an abbreviated shape, especially when they happen to belong to the great and the mighty,' Harrison remarked decisively.




  'You think it snobbish?'




  'Well, I wouldn't have put such a hard name as that to it exactly, myself; but if you choose to suggest it, I think it might possibly be mistaken for snobbishness by a casual observer. It leads people to think you're pretending to an acquaintance that, as Kant would say, has no objective reality answering to it anywhere.'




  Basil Maclaine went on chewing away at his kidney with most meritorious vigour. Sir Theodore would have voted him a gold Gladstone medal in open competition for the prize masticator. But he said nothing. The fact was, he had a profound respect for Douglas Harrison's opinion on all matters affecting the etiquette of the world; for, to Basil Maclaine, human life envisaged itself as a sort of organized quadrille, which you must walk through decorously according to a fixed measure; and, being himself a well-to-do Birmingham tradesman's son, of very remote Scotch descent, he felt he was less acquainted with the steps in that polite gavotte than his friend Harrison, who was a gentleman born, the produce of an established country rectory. He had no great opinion of Harrison's views on subjects generally, to be sure, for Harrison was what he called eccentric. Basil thought him a trifle too sentimental and 'soft in the head,' as he himself would have phrased it, in his ideas at large; but in all matters pertaining to the established quadrille of human life he recognised at once that Harrison, so to speak, knew the figures. Was he not a scion of the beneficed clergy, nursed at Rugby, polished at Christ Church, and learned in all the learning of the Inner Temple? On any other question, therefore, the young man about town would have fought it out to the bitter end; but on a question of manners he knocked under on the nail, and solaced himself for his defeat by taking another stewed kidney.




  'They're very well cooked,' he observed, with a critical air, ladling out a mushroom or two on to his plate at the same time. 'But then she always does cook well. She's a perfect treasure of a housekeeper, in her way, that girl is.'




  'You don't mean to say you think she cooks them herself, though, do you?' Douglas Harrison exclaimed, with a face aghast at the bare thought of such desecration.




  'Who? The girl?'




  'What girl? Not Miss Figgins?'




  Basil Maclaine laughed outright at his neighbour's outraged look. 'Well, I suppose she does,' he said, twirling his moustache once more, this time complacently. 'I've always taken it for granted. Anyhow, they're devilish well cooked, I know that much. If she doesn't stew them herself, she most efficiently superintends the subordinate who does them.'




  'The stipendiary?'




  'Yes, the stipendiary. Though I should think that creature far too stupid to do anything right, even under the most efficient supervision on earth—say Miss Figgins's.'




  The two young men were breakfasting together, as was their wont, in their own hired house (or rather chambers), situated in that commodious and central thoroughfare known as Clandon Street, Bloomsbury. Their sitting-room, which they shared together, was neither large nor luxurious; but it was gracefully and tastefully furnished throughout, and daintily papered, in a way very rare indeed in London lodging-houses. When casual visitors observed to Basil Maclaine, with an approving smile, 'How awfully pretty your rooms are!' the young man about town used to draw himself up consciously, cast about him a careless eye, and drawl out in answer, 'Well, yes, they are pretty. One can do so much nowadays, you see, with very little money or even trouble if one only has a spark of native taste in the way of decorating.' But when they made the same remark to Douglas Harrison, that too candid young counsel learned in the law would answer enthusiastically, with a glance towards the door, 'Oh yes; aren't they just nice! Our landlady's such a clever, deft-handed body. She's a lady by nature, you know, with real instinctive artistic feeling, and she makes everything she touches look so bright and beautiful!'




  Whence it may be inferred by a wise reader that in the struggle for existence, where the fittest survive, Mr. Basil Maclaine had been far better endowed with natural gifts for the fray by his progenitors and predecessors than that poor simple-minded young off-set of the beneficed clergy, Mr. Douglas Harrison, who gave others their due with such quixotic generosity.




  After finishing his kidneys Maclaine rose and looked at his watch—a bran-new gold hunter. 'Ha, a quarter past nine!' he said, with a put-upon air; 'I must be off at once. It's a terrific bore having to be down at the office at ten every morning. I wish to goodness I was a man of leisure like you, my dear fellow—nobody's beck and call to attend to but your own! That's the way for a man to live! Why on earth didn't Providence make me into a barrister, I wonder!'




  Douglas Harrison smiled. 'Because it preferred to pitchfork you straight into a jolly good appointment at the Board of Trade,' he answered lightly. 'I only wish I had half your complaint and half your salary. The Board of Trade's a very good place indeed for a man to find himself in.'




  'Well, it's gentlemanly, any way,' Maclaine observed, with philosophic resignation, going over to the mantelpiece in search of a match. 'There's no denying that. It's gentlemanly, any way. It gives one so many points of contact, you see, with the Very Best People.'




  By which phrase Mr. Basil Maclaine always consistently designated the members of our aristocratic and official hierarchy.




  'And, my dear fellow, it's a certainty; that's the great point about it,' Harrison answered with warmth. 'You've got your work in life cut out, and you've got your bread and cheese always safely provided for you. Whereas here am I, after all the money my poor governor's spent on me, still one of the great house of Briefless, hanging on by the skin of my teeth ineffectually from day to day, in the vain hope that the attorneys—on whose knees, like Greek gods, all promotion lies—will be graciously pleased one morning to wake up, of their goodness, and generously recognise my humble existence. Oh, it's sickening work, this waiting, and waiting, and waiting, and waiting, with nothing to come of it. It makes a man feel like a log in the world—of no use to himself and of no good to humanity. What am I, after all? A mere idle mouth at the feast of life—a drone in the hive—a purposeless existence.'




  Maclaine lighted his cigar at the match he had struck, and puffed away contentedly. 'Rank socialism,' he retorted, blowing out a long column of thick white smoke with an epicure's enjoyment. 'Rank socialism, my dear fellow, every blessed word of it. I call you a jolly lucky dog myself: plenty of time to look about you and reflect; a good allowance from the dear old archdeacon meanwhile; the entrée of ever so many first-class houses; and in the end, some day, you'll get a splendid big case, and wake up next morning to find yourself famous. All you want's a fair start in life, a chance of being heard; that's where it is, Harrison. Once rise erect on your hind-legs in court and put them through their paces, and you'll astonish the judges, I'll bet you a sovereign.'




  'I shall astonish myself a good deal more, then, I'm sure,' Harrison answered, laughing. 'I don't believe I've got the cheek to make a speech, if it came to the push. My law's all right, I admit, but it's my legs that are shaky. I should hum and haw, I know, with my knees trembling under me. Was that a knock at the door? Come in, Miss Figgins.'




  The door opened, and Miss Figgins came in.




  A casual observer would have noted first, as she glided into the room, that Miss Figgins was tall, dark, and extremely graceful. In another moment that hypothetical person would also have remarked that Miss Figgins's face belied her name, for instead of being in the democratic or tip-tilted style of beauty, it was clear-cut and regular, and very distinguished-looking. Not, to be sure, precisely what is called an aristocratic face; it had too much originality and boldness of outline about it for that; the pronounced chin and the calm, large eyes didn't mark so much the caste of Vere de Vere as the best outcome of the capable artisan type in our modern community. And, indeed, at a third glance, the casual observer in point would probably have concluded that capability was Miss Figgins's most characteristic attribute. She looked, in short, like a thoroughly competent person—competent to rule a household well or to deliberate seriously on the affairs of a nation.




  Both young men assumed instinctively a more deferential attitude as Miss Figgins entered. Maclaine was leaning his elbow on the mantelshelf, in the act of departing, when the knock was heard. He let the elbow drop, and took his cigar from his mouth as Miss Figgins, with quiet dignity, answered the barrister's summons. Douglas Harrison, on the other hand, was seated, and he rose from his chair hurriedly, with a look as if half of shame that Miss Figgins should have to submit at all to such commonplace drudgery. But the girl herself, all unconscious of their action, walked up in a frank but stately way to the table whence he had just risen, and handed a packet and a note to the blushing barrister. 'A letter for you, Mr. Harrison,' she said, with a quiet smile playing on that still strong face of hers. 'The boy who brought it is waiting for an answer.'




  Douglas Harrison turned it over with a look of blank astonishment. 'This is wonderful!' he exclaimed, thunderstruck; 'extraordinary! miraculous!'




  'What is it?' Maclaine asked, putting his head on one side and looking past Miss Figgins.




  Harrison gasped for breath. 'Why, it's a brief!' he cried faintly. 'A real live brief, legibly marked, in a good legal hand, "Mr. Douglas Harrison."'




  'A brief!' Maclaine and the girl both echoed at once. And Miss Figgins, looking across at her lodger with those large brown eyes of hers, exclaimed quite naturally, 'Oh dear, Mr. Harrison, I am so glad of it!'




  For a minute Harrison was too busy examining the impressive document to say anything more about it. Then he added, with a sigh of intense relief, 'Yes, it's really for me! Not a doubt of that. It's a criminal case—a burglar, Morton and Maule say in their private note; or, rather, a client accused of burglary. And they do remark he's one of the men the police have long been most anxious to catch, for he's considered almost the most expert thief in all London.'




  'Then of course you won't defend him?' Miss Figgins put in promptly.




  'Of course he will,' the civil servant rejoined with equal readiness. 'That's just what a barrister's for—to give every man, however bad, his even chance of equal justice.'




  'And they want me to call upon him at his present address,' Harrison continued, reading, 'at his own request, as a particular favour.'




  'It isn't usual, is it?' Basil Maclaine interposed, somewhat scandalized, what was usual being to him the supreme law of existence.




  'No, it isn't exactly usual,' with a deprecating cough—'not the rule of the profession,' the barrister answered. 'But still, as a particular favour, you know, I don't see that there's any good reason against it. He's committed without bail, they say, and he specially desired that I, by name, should be retained to defend him.'




  'Why this unaccountable popularity among expert burglars?' Maclaine put in, much amused. 'By Jove! I've got it! He must have heard you spouting those rank socialistic ideas of yours somewhere, Harrison, and he thought you'd be just the fellow to defend a man and a brother unjustly accused of what you may call practical or applied communism.'




  'A burglar,' Harrison went on, rolling the words on his tongue. 'I suppose I must accept the brief as a matter of business, and go to see him. But I could have wished, I must confess, my first client had been something a little bit more respectable.'




  'You ought to be the last man on earth to admit that he isn't,' Maclaine went on, laughing. 'The perfect advocate believes implicitly in the bland and child-like innocence of his client—till he's proved to be guilty. But I can fancy the style of innocent you'll be called upon to defend. I see his portrait in my mind's eye—a square-headed gentleman with close-cropped hair, a rat-trap jaw, a broken nose rather wide at the wings, a pair of most expansive and expansible nostrils, a black eye, somewhat recently relieved by the application of raw beefsteak, and an engaging expression about his face of general leering blackguardism. If you pull him through, my dear fellow, your fortune's made. The mere look of the gentleman, probably, 'll be enough to condemn him in the minds of twelve intelligent and impartial fellow-countrymen.'




  'Well, I must go at once,' Harrison cried, undeterred by this fancy sketch, and rushing off for his hat. 'They say their client desires an immediate interview.'




  'I'm sorry it's a burglar,' Miss Figgins said, with a little sigh, as the barrister, no longer briefless, left the room. 'I wish his first case had been anything but a burglary.'




  Maclaine shut the door gently behind his retreating friend. 'Why so, Linda?' he asked, looking at her with a more inquiring glance.




  The girl moved round to the other side of the table, and began taking up the breakfast things with perfect dignity. 'Because it's so unworthy of him,' she said quietly, after a short pause. But a little red spot burnt bright in the middle of her cheek—a little red spot not wholly of anger—as always happened, indeed, when Maclaine, left alone with her for a moment, dropped the Miss, and addressed her by her Christian name as Linda.
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  It took Douglas Harrison only twenty minutes to call on the solicitors who had sent him the brief (where he aroused the amused attention of the clerks in the office by his deferential nervousness), and then to go round in a cab to Holloway Gaol, where, under present circumstances, his prospective client was most unfortunately detained on a magistrate's warrant. When he presented himself at the gates, however, breathless and excited, he asked so timidly whether he could see 'a man of the name of Arthur Roper' on legal business connected with his defence, and otherwise showed himself so obviously unaccustomed to similar errands of a professional character, that the authority in charge at the lodge—a portly gentleman with a braided coat and a powerful voice of considerable asperity—had evident doubts in his own mind for several seconds at a stretch as to whether in fact Arthur Roper's counsel was really and truly the person he represented himself to be. But in the end, after some demur and some exhibition of credentials in the shape of that priceless brief, the young barrister was permitted to pass the large iron portal without further parley; and, being handed over to the custody of a second gaol official, with a big bunch of stern-looking keys at his side, was quickly conducted through a long blank stone corridor to the man Arthur Roper's existing place of temporary residence.




  At the cell door Harrison knocked tentatively. A voice from the other side answered, 'Come in!'—not in gruff and harsh tones, as counsel had imagined beforehand would almost certainly be the case, but with a gentlemanly and not altogether ungenial accent. Douglas Harrison waited while the official, smiling broadly at the needless knock, undid a ponderous bolt; then he entered, somewhat nervously, the narrow stone chamber where his first employer was lounging in enforced idleness.




  Douglas was prepared to see a very desperate-looking and evil-faced person indeed, for Mr. Roper's solicitors had described Mr. Roper to him during their brief interview as probably the most cunning and daring burglar then at large in any part of London. He had pictured to himself his first client much as Maclaine had facetiously described him—the living image of that typical Bill Sikes, with whose supposed lineaments Mr. Punch's cartoons have made us all so familiar—a flat-nosed, brutal-jawed, low-browed ruffian. But when he saw instead a tall, slim, well-dressed, and almost gentlemanly person seated on the bed, who rose up politely and gracefully enough and bowed his welcome as counsel entered, Douglas Harrison drew back with unaffected surprise, and hardly touched the small white hand his client held out to him with engaging frankness.




  'I—eh—I beg your pardon,' he stammered out apologetically. 'I think there must be some mistake somewhere.... I wished to see a person of the name of Arthur Roper.'




  The tall, slim man bowed once more in gentlemanly acquiescence. 'My name!' he answered proudly, producing a card from a little russia leather case in his pocket as he spoke. 'Mr. Arthur Roper.'




  'Ye—es; Mr. Arthur Roper,' the barrister echoed, glancing at it, and automatically correcting himself. 'But—eh—I hope you'll excuse me. The names and briefs must have got unaccountably mixed up at wash somehow. I was told ... my client ... Mr. Roper ... was committed here—you'll forgive my saying it, but it's in my brief—on a charge of burglary.'




  The tall, slim man bowed a third time with marked politeness, and a smile distorted his pallid countenance. 'Well, yes,' he answered, evidently much amused; 'you've put the right name to it. That's just precisely what I'm run in this time for.'




  'But you're not a burglar?' Douglas Harrison cried, starting back in surprise.




  Mr. Arthur Roper drew himself up to his full height of five feet eleven inches as he answered, with conscious pride, 'Well, don't let's give ugly names to any gentleman's calling; but I'm generally considered to stand, in my own line, at the head of the profession.'




  'What profession?' the barrister asked, more astonished than amused at the man's cynical shamelessness.




  'Cracking cribs,' his client replied, with an easy smile, and nodded his head sideways knowingly.




  Douglas Harrison had time to notice now that Mr. Roper, though gentlemanly-looking and good-natured enough, as far as features went, had a sinister expression lurking in his small green eyes, and an ugly smile playing about the corner of his thick sensuous lips that seemed the perfect incarnation of unblushing cynicism. He remarked also, that though Mr. Roper's costume was not wholly lacking in neatness or fashionable cut, his collar and cuffs were a trifle grubby, and his general appearance didn't seem to betoken any besotted devotion to the matutinal tub. In fact, he looked like a shabby-genteel broken-down gentleman who has seen better days, and has thrown away his cleanliness and his honesty together.




  'But you're not guilty of the charge on which you're now committed, of course?' Douglas Harrison put in hastily, feeling that as a matter of the dignity of the profession he must at least deceive himself into a feeble belief in his client's innocence on this occasion, at any rate.




  'Of course not,' Mr. Roper echoed with a cunning smile, accompanied by a faint or almost imperceptible vibration of the left eyelid. 'It's a point of etiquette in the profession, you know, that this time, always, one's unjustly suspected.'




  'Indeed,' Douglas Harrison interjected, hardly knowing what else he was called upon to say.




  'Oh dear yes, it's a point of etiquette in the profession!' Mr. Roper went on, seating himself on the bed once more, with dangling legs, and motioning his legal adviser into the solitary rush-bottomed chair his apartment afforded; 'and as the head of the profession, I need hardly say, I'm naturally jealous of its etiquette, much as the Lord Chancellor might be, of course, in your own line of business. Still, it can't be denied that habitual criminals, as a cold world chooses to call us, often are wrongly suspected. Take my own luck, for instance. That's the case with me at present. They've run me in, don't you see, on a trumped-up charge. Though, to be sure,' and he paused rhetorically for a second, 'it was a most unfortunate circumstance, I must admit, that I happened to be found in the top attic, and with a sectional jemmy up my right sleeve.' Saying which, with another faint tremor of his left eyelid, Mr. Arthur Roper laughed again melodiously.




  'A what?' the barrister inquired with a puzzled look.




  'A sectional jemmy,' Mr. Roper responded cheerfully. 'A jemmy that takes to pieces, you know, like a telescope, and then fits together again. They're common objects of the country, of course, to people who live by relieving other people of superfluous property.'




  'But how do you account for your being there, then, at all?' Douglas Harrison asked, drawing back a little uneasily from the man's hilarious merriment.




  'How do I account for my being there?' Mr. Roper repeated. 'Why, how on earth should I know? That's counsel's business, to suggest something that accounts for that, isn't it?' He nursed his smooth-shaven chin with one hand reflectively.... 'Well, I suppose,' he went on, after a pause, 'I must have been actuated in my conduct by a misguided attachment for the under-housemaid, who slept in the next attic.' And Mr. Roper once more smiled audibly.




  'Oh, indeed!' the barrister echoed a second time, more puzzled than ever.




  'Well, no,' Mr. Roper corrected himself, growing suddenly more serious. 'You're new to this work, and I mustn't mislead you. I wouldn't really like it to be put down to that. Not for worlds would I seem to do anything to demean my character as a gentleman, and the head of my profession. If I was trying on the Don Juan trick at all, I hope I'd fly a step or two higher than a common kitchen wench. Or rather a step or two lower, since the under-housemaid occupies a room, no doubt, at the top of the stairs, while the daughter and heiress has her own fair bower in less airy heights on the second story. However, you know, this is not business. I'd better begin and tell you all I have to tell, first, from my own point of view—omitting incriminating facts, of course—and then you can decide what sort of a defence you think you'd better set up to cover it.'




  'I don't want you to tell me anything—anything that would hamper me in my pleading on your case,' Harrison put in hastily, in a shamefaced way, for his conscience pricked him. 'Of course I can't defend you unless, as regards this particular charge at least, I have some reasonable ground for thinking you are or may be possibly innocent.'




  'Oh, that's all right, my dear sir!' Mr. Roper replied, leaning back easily, and hugging one knee in his hand, laid across the other, while he eyed his counsel with a close and searching scrutiny. 'I wasn't born yesterday. I understand perfectly the ways of you lawyer fellows. Why, bless you, I was a solicitor's clerk myself before I took to the crib-cracking line; and I had a narrow squeak of going up to Oxford, too, and being called to the bar—missed it by a fluke in a scholarship examination; detected copying off the fellow next me. Oh yes, you may well look surprised, but I'm a gentleman born; and whatever other mistakes I may have made in my life, I hope I've done something at least in my time to raise the gentlemanly tone of the crib-cracking profession!'




  'You don't mean to say so,' Harrison replied, hardly able to resist expressing his contempt and disgust at the fellow's hatefully brutal openness.




  'Yes,' Mr. Roper went on, surveying the bare wall with a stony stare of æsthetic disapprobation, 'and I'll tell you how I came to think of asking Morton and Maule to give you this brief—an unknown man like you that nobody's ever heard of—when I might have taken the case to Montagu Williams, who's got me more than once out of incredible difficulties. But the fact is, I happened to drop in at the Forum the other evening.'




  'You don't mean to say,' Douglas Harrison cried, 'that you attend our weekly debates at the Forum?'




  'Oh, indeed I do!' the habitual criminal retorted cheerfully. 'I hope I shall never allow close attention to the duties of my profession entirely to kill out all intellectual interests—all lingering regard for the things of the mind—within me.... Besides,' he added, after a telling pause, 'I did a little business there, too, in a humble way. I found a few stray articles of precious metal lying about loose in gentlemen's pockets, and I endeavoured to give them a lesson in carefulness by—eh—but, there, no matter.'




  'I'm afraid,' Harrison said, holding himself still farther aloof, and feeling that cherished first brief slipping faster and faster each moment from his grasp, 'if you persist in telling me so many unnecessary and unpleasant details I shall find it quite impossible to undertake this case for you.'




  Mr. Roper smiled compassionately once more. 'All right, governor,' he answered, with a tolerant wave of the hand. 'Now don't cut up rusty, just when a fellow's trying to do you a good turn. The fact is, I'm engaged in observing whether or not you're the man to conduct this case. Well, as I was telling you, I dropped in at the Forum one evening this week, and heard you make such a capital all-round, slap-up speech on the emancipation of women question, that I said to a friend of mine—a lady herself—when I went home that evening, "Bess," said I, "you mark my words—next time I'm run in, hanged if I don't employ that young fellow I heard talking at the Forum to-night to pull me through with it!"'




  'I didn't know I was speaking before a possible client,' Harrison answered abashed, but endeavouring still to clutch hard at that brief that so trembled to elude him.




  'Well, that's just what I said,' Mr. Roper went on encouragingly. 'I said it, and I meant it; and now I've done it. I'm a good-natured, kind-hearted sort of vagabond in my way, don't you see; and when I heard how much you had to say in favour of that ridiculous nonsense you were put up to defend, I thought to myself, "That's a clever young chap, by George! and a well-spoken young chap, who can make a good case out of the most blooming rubbish; and if only the attorneys would give him his chance, he'd be another Montagu Williams in his time, you bet, blow me tight if he wouldn't!"'




  'I didn't think it ridiculous nonsense,' the young barrister put in honestly. 'I believed and meant every word I said about it.'




  'Then the more fool you!' Mr. Roper retorted, with unflinching candour. 'However, that's neither here nor there as regards our present interview. We haven't met to-day to discuss the woman question, or the liquor question, or any other question that's agitating society. What we've got to do now is to prepare this defence against the charge of burglary. I asked to see you personally, instead of allowing my solicitors to state the case to you, though I know it's unprofessional, because the man who undertakes my defence has got to have his head screwed on the right way, and no mistake; and I wanted to make sure, by a personal interview, of the point of view you took about it. Whip out your brief then, Mr. Harrison, and we'll turn to business.'




  Thus recalled to the actual task in hand, Douglas Harrison, with a sinking heart, laid out the paper as desired, and began to discuss the heads of the possible defence, and the witnesses set down in the brief whom he might call to prove innocence of intention. Mr. Roper listened with a languid interest. 'It'll be seven years, of course,' he said once, 'if the police can prove it; but it's worth going out of your way a little bit to advise these witnesses—to instruct them as to their evidence; for the fellows in the profession will consider my case is a gone coon, and if you were to get me a verdict, why, your fortune 'ud be made; you'd be the most popular criminal lawyer in all England the day after.'




  'I'm afraid,' Douglas Harrison said, shrinking back once more, 'if you insist upon giving me such unpleasant hints I can't avoid the inference that you wish me to suggest to the witnesses what lies they must tell. Were you really concealed about the premises, or were you not—at 47, Brook Street—on the evening in question?'




  'Well, there's that awkward fact about my hat,' Mr. Roper answered obliquely, going on with the case where he last let off. 'That'll have to be met and considered, of course. To anybody who didn't know my character well, now, the appearance of that hat might be open to misconstruction. I confess the arrangement of the interior was devilish awkward.'




  'What arrangement of the interior?' Douglas Harrison asked with a long-drawn sigh, for he felt this case was really getting beyond his swallowing capacities.




  'Well, you see,' the client responded with an easy smile, 'I'd cut the lining of my hat into a sort of mask with a pair of eye-holes, to turn down over the face, in case I should happen to be observed and followed, as I was out that evening on private business. The police have most unfortunately got the hat, and they'll put it in, of course, in evidence against me.'




  'That's bad,' his counsel murmured, having nothing else to say on the subject.




  'Yes, that's bad,' Mr. Roper assented carelessly, like one who recounts some petty escapade. 'But that's not the worst of it. There's another awkward fact we've got to face. I happened, as bad luck would have it, to be carrying in my hand a light wooden cane, or at least what looked like one; but when the police arrested me it turned out, to my immense surprise, to be solid steel, with a knob on the handle that would fell a man at a blow as easy as look at him.'




  'But you must have known that by the weight, surely!' Harrison exclaimed, appalled.




  'Ah yes, one would have said so! But it was painted like wood, you know; exactly resembling a common thornstick. A most ingenious imitation! And what puts the police particularly upon their guard about the stick's this peculiar fact—that it's precisely similar to another steel stick with which that poor fellow, Sergeant Holmes—you remember the case; they gave him a public funeral—was nobbled at Finsbury.'




  For some time past, Douglas Harrison's soul had been seething within him. But at those fateful words he rose and moved hastily to the door. He could contain himself no longer. The wretched creature's vile murderous hints were too much for his equanimity. He could never defend this offensive reptile.




  Mr. Arthur Roper rose up, responsive, as he did, and confronted him in surprise.




  'Where are you going?' he asked, as Douglas Harrison stood with his hand on the door-knob, waiting for the warder, at the preconcerted signal, to come back and open it.




  'I'm going to return my brief to Morton and Maule,' the barrister said resolutely.




  Mr. Roper drew back as if overwhelmed with astonishment. 'Going to return your brief!' he cried. 'The very first brief you've ever had! Why, what in goodness's name are you going to do that for?'




  Douglas Harrison looked at him with profound loathing. 'Because I won't make myself an instrument,' he said, 'to aid and abet in any way the turning loose once more upon outraged humanity of such a dangerous brute and cur as you are.'




  Mr. Roper's face was a study to behold. 'Do you know,' he gasped out, half choking, 'that if you return this brief, after receiving instructions, and interviewing the client, and worming yourself into my confidence, no respectable solicitor in England will ever again employ you? Do you know that I'm the head of the profession in London, and could have brought you clients, if you managed my case well, every assize time regularly? Do you know that I'd as good as have made a millionaire of you? You're simply ruining your professional prospects. I meant to do you a good turn, and I was feeling my way to see what you were worth; but you're one of those absurd quixotic fools that won't be befriended. No solicitor in England will ever again send a guinea brief to you.'




  Douglas Harrison jammed his hat firmly on his head, and stood with his hand on the door as the warder opened it. 'I don't care a pin for that,' he answered warmly. 'I could never sleep in peace another night in my bed if I persuaded a jury to turn such a man as you loose upon the world once more to rob and murder.'




  'Then all I've got to say to you, sir,' Mr. Roper remarked, taking a parting shot at the foe as the cell door closed tight with a bang behind him, 'is, that you're no gentleman. To worm yourself into a professional man's confidence, and then round upon him like that! Preposterous! Disgusting! You may take it from me, sir, that you're no gentleman.'




  
Chapter III.


  Tête-À-Tête.
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  When Douglas Harrison left the rooms in Clandon Street that morning, he left Basil Maclaine in possession, with his elbow on the mantelpiece, in the very act of setting out for the office.




  But as soon as Basil found himself alone there with Linda, he certainly displayed no remarkable alacrity in preparing to sally forth, as in duty bound, to the service of his country. On the contrary, he stood still, with his cigar pointing downward and his eyes following Linda all round the room in mute observance, as though annatto and jute and the Board of Trade had never existed at all in this United Kingdom. Imports and exports moved him not to budge. Since Linda entered, his zeal for red tape had diminished visibly.




  As for Linda herself, she went on clearing away the breakfast things in spite of him in a most business-like manner, absolutely free from all trace of self-consciousness, and therefore from any silly coquettish airs and graces of the lodging-house order. She knew, indeed, that Basil Maclaine was eyeing her hard; but for the first two minutes or so she took no notice of his rapid glances. Then she looked up suddenly, and said in the most matter-of-fact tone possible, 'You'll be late for the office, Mr. Maclaine. You told Mr. Harrison you were going off three minutes ago.'




  Basil took out his watch once more—that bran-new gold watch, with crest and monogram neatly engraved upon it: whose crest, heaven knows—as he answered quietly, 'I've got twenty-five more minutes to wait, Linda. Oh no, you needn't stare. That's a positive fact. I meant to walk it; now I'll take a cab. A cab rattles you down in twenty minutes, easy.'




  'Why have you changed your mind, then?' the girl asked, all trembling within, but outwardly calm, and turning her great brown eyes in full flood upon him.




  'Because I don't often get such a chance as this, you know, my child,' the young man answered in a very soft voice, advancing a step towards her. Linda made no effort to retreat archly round the table, as most ill-bred young women would have done in her place, but stood her ground like a sentry, and looked him back in the face with perfect frankness. Anybody could see at half a glance that whatever her artificial position in life might be, well-grounded self-respect was Linda Figgins's leading characteristic.




  'I've asked you before not to call me "my child,"' she said with quiet reserve. 'It surprises me very much you should go on doing it when I've told you it annoys me.'




  'Linda,' the young man said, dropping at once his flippant manner, 'you know your will's law to me. I'll try never to say those words again if you don't like them. But they come up to my tongue all of themselves, somehow, whenever I'm not thinking.'




  'I'd rather you did think, then,' the girl answered, moving away with a certain confident ease, and continuing her work. 'You'd please me far better by avoiding what I dislike, and by doing what I ask of you, than by saying such silly things as that my will's law to you.'




  Basil Maclaine paused, and glanced at her admiringly. She was a confounded handsome girl, Linda; there was no denying it. And she had such a quiet knack of keeping her place and yet preserving her dignity. He didn't know how it was, but if she'd been a lady born, he could hardly have been more afraid of her, after all this time, than he was now with that London lodging-house young woman. Not that she repelled his advances exactly; on the contrary, he knew she rather liked them; but she insisted he should make them exactly as he would have made them—well, to one of his own equals. 'One of his own equals,' he thought grandiosely to himself; for Basil Maclaine, Esquire, of the Board of Trade, though neither particularly high-born nor particularly well-bred, had a very good opinion, after all, in a certain sort of way, in his own inmost soul, of his own importance.




  'Harrison's here alone with you, often enough, half the day,' he went on after a pause, by way of saying something to hide his sheepishness; 'but I can hardly ever get you for five minutes to myself without his poking in his nose to hear what I'm talking about. This is jolly good news about this brief of his, though; if he gets work at the Bar, that'll take him out more in the day, thank goodness!'




  The girl swept off the crumbs from the tablecloth with her brush as she answered, somewhat dubiously, 'Well, I'm not quite so sure of that myself. It's not exactly the sort of work I'd like to see Mr. Harrison doing. He's too good for such business. I don't want him to be mixed up with thieves and burglars.'




  'Linda,' the civil servant exclaimed with a reproachful intonation, 'why on earth do you always talk to me so much about Harrison?'




  'Because I like him so much,' Linda answered, looking up. 'He's so kind and good. I like him and admire him.'




  Maclaine came round her side of the table once more. 'I believe,' he said, half piqued, 'you like him better than you do me!'




  'In some ways I do,' the girl assented frankly.




  'But not in others?'




  Linda let her eyelids drop slightly with a natural movement. 'But not in others,' she repeated rather lower.




  'How do you like him best, Linda?' the young man asked, dropping his own voice in concert, and pressing his advantage.




  Linda stood irresolute, with the crumb-brush poised idly and lightly in her hand. 'Well, it's hard to describe,' she said, looking up at the gas-lamp now. 'I admire and respect him for his simplicity and sturdiness and goodness, I fancy.'




  'And you don't respect me?'




  'No,' the girl answered decisively. 'I don't respect you at all, Mr. Maclaine. There's not so much to respect and admire in you, you know, as in Mr. Harrison.'




  'But you love me, Linda?'




  The girl drew back a pace, and her lips quivered. 'I never said so, Mr. Maclaine,' she answered, palpitating. 'But it isn't always the best men one loves most easily.'




  'Why Mr. Maclaine?' the young man persisted, taking her hand in his, half unresisted. 'Why not Basil?'




  Linda let that deft and capable hand of hers lie unmoved for a second or two in his without reproof. Then she withdrew it hurriedly, and motioned him back with an imperious wave. 'You mustn't touch me,' she said quickly, in a tone of command. 'How often shall I have to tell you, Mr. Maclaine, that you mustn't touch me?'




  'And how often shall I have to tell you, Linda,' the young man retorted, smiling, 'that you mustn't call me Mr. Maclaine, but must call me Basil?'




  'That's quite a different matter,' the girl answered, drawing a deep sigh, and going on with her work once more in a most business-like manner, as one who sternly stifles a foolish fancy. 'I have a right to ask you not to touch me. My hand's my own. You have no right at all to ask me to call you Basil. You've no right, indeed, even to call me Linda—though I've spoken to you about that so often that I'm tired of speaking.'




  'But you let Harrison call you Linda when you're alone with him,' the young man pleaded.




  'How do you know that?' the capable woman asked, looking up sharply.




  'I didn't know it. I guessed it. But I know it now, anyhow. And if he calls you so, why shouldn't I, I'd like to know, if you please, Miss Figgins?'




  'That's quite another matter,' Linda answered, folding up the tablecloth, the opposite end of which Maclaine, darting forward, instinctively held for her. 'He calls me so as a friend. You try to put it on a different footing.'




  'Harrison's very fond of you, too,' the young man objected.




  'I think he likes me,' Linda admitted, replacing the tablecloth in its accustomed drawer.




  'Likes you!' Maclaine repeated. 'Why, Linda, what nonsense! Of course he likes you. He worships you. He adores you. How the dickens could he help it? Who on earth could live in the house with you for a week at a time and not fall over head and ears in love at once with you? You know yourself it's simply impossible. He likes you every bit as well as I do, and you know he does, perfectly. In other words, he's just simply mad for you.' And he tried once more, in spite of previous warnings, to take that smooth brown hand of hers in his by a rapid flank movement. It was one of those olive-brown hands more attractive by far than any mere dead white one.




  'If you persist in doing what I ask you not to do,' Linda said severely, 'I shall have to go away and send up the stipendiary to wait upon you in future. I only come up now as a concession to friendship. If you won't allow me to do as I wish, I must withdraw altogether.'




  Maclaine fell back yet again. 'Well, but, Linda,' he said, pleading, 'if Harrison's so fond of you, and you let him call you Linda, and he calls you so as a friend, why on earth should you put me on a different footing?'




  Linda lifted the tray and stood hesitating by the door for half a moment. 'You know very well why,' she answered at last, all tremulous.




  'No, I don't,' Maclaine retorted. 'Do tell me, Linda.'




  The girl faltered a second, with the tray just dexterously poised on one strong hand and wrist. 'Because ... I don't love him,' she answered slowly.




  'And you do love me?' the young man cried in eager accents, his face lighting up as he spoke with genuine pleasure.




  'I never said that,' the girl answered still lower. But her heart beat loud against the steels in her bodice as she uttered those words, and the tray trembled insecurely on its dexterously-adjusted balance.




  What might have happened next, or what use of his vantage Basil Maclaine might have made, if a sudden chance hadn't intervened to checkmate him, heaven only knows. For as the young man and maiden stood there irresolute, facing one another with a bashful countenance, as is the way of those who have just arrived at an understanding on such subtle points, a man's voice from below broke the perfect stillness, through which they could almost hear their own hearts beat, with a repeated cry of 'Linda, Linda!'




  The girl started, and moved quickly, but not as if flurried or surprised, to the sitting-room door. 'My brother's calling me,' she said. 'All right, Cecil. I'm coming in a moment. I'm only just clearing up the breakfast in the drawing-rooms.'




  'Good-morning, Linda,' Basil Maclaine murmured in a low voice, picking up his hat and glancing carelessly at his cigar, which had gone dead out meanwhile. Then he looked across at her with a meaning look once more, and murmured a second time, in still softer accents, 'Good-morning, Linda,' with a long-drawn intonation on that forbidden Christian name.




  'Good-morning—Mr.—Maclaine,' the girl answered slowly. And Basil Maclaine knew from the faint catch in her voice as she spoke those words that she had almost yielded for the first time in her life and called him Basil. Then she walked away from the room with the same erect carriage and firm step as ever to go down to her brother. As soon as she was gone, Basil Maclaine, consulting his watch languidly for the third time, and relighting his cigar, observed to himself as he strolled away towards the landing, 'She's a confounded fine girl, upon my soul! Linda is; and I really do believe, if it hadn't been for that nuisance of her brother's interrupting us, I should actually at last have got a kiss out of her this time.'




  With which consolatory and self-flattering reflection of an end almost achieved, he drove off in an exceptionally good humour to the Board of Trade, admiring the twirl of his own moustache as he went in the little strip of mirror at the side of the handsome which the acute commercial instinct of the carriage-builder has conceded of late as a peace-offering to the genius of human vanity.




  
Chapter IV.


  Cross-Purposes.
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  Basil Maclaine and Douglas Harrison occupied the first-floor suite of rooms—technically known as 'the drawing-rooms'—in Miss Figgins's Furnished Apartments for Gentlemen in Clandon Street, Bloomsbury. The suite below—technically described as 'the parlours'—were filled by Linda herself and her brother Cecil. It was nothing short of grotesque, Douglas Harrison always felt, to address that queenly creature in her statuesque beauty by such a ridiculously plebeian name as Miss Figgins; but since Providence and her progenitors had so willed it, he consoled himself with the thought that in all probability before many years were out she would see cause to exchange it for another and more euphonious one. Meanwhile, he minimized the evil as far as possible by employing to her in private life her Christian name of Linda. He had first adventured such familiarity in fear and trembling as a tribute to friendship; but Linda's gracious permission to use the shorter mode of address was so frankly and readily conceded that he used it now, in spite of his native shyness, with perfect freedom.




  'What were you doing so long upstairs, Linda?' her brother asked, when she went down to 'the parlours,' tray in hand, after clearing the breakfast-table.




  Any other girl in her place would most likely have answered: 'Taking away the tea-things, Cecil.' But Linda's ways were not as other girls' ways—she was infinitely more independent and more transparent. 'Talking to Mr. Maclaine,' she replied truthfully.




  'You talk a great deal too much to Mr. Maclaine, in my opinion,' her brother said, half displeased.




  'That's entirely a matter for my own consideration,' Linda answered, not haughtily, but with a quiet self-respect. 'My talking can only hurt myself; and we're nothing here, surely, if not individualist. What have you come back for so early, Cecil? Are you looking for anything?' For her brother had returned from the tube works in his working clothes, at a most unaccustomed hour, and, standing on a chair, was rummaging ineffectually among the tacks and screws of the tool-box in the corner cupboard.




  'I can't find that magnesium wire,' the journeyman engineer replied curtly, without noticing his snub. 'There's a job on at the works just now I'm showing the foreman how to do, and I want an end of wire to light up the inside with a little. It's a ticklish piece of machinery for these rough fellows to attempt; it needs a quick, trained hand and plenty of light to do it.'




  'The magnesium wire's precisely where you left it last, my dear boy,' his sister answered with provoking coolness, producing it, 'here in that coil you were working at yesterday. You're a first-rate mechanician, Cecil, you know, and a wonderful fellow for electric apparatus; but you must admit yourself you're not strong on tidiness. If you hadn't got me to clear up things behind you, I don't know how you'd ever get along with your models, anyhow.'




  The engineer looked down with fraternal admiration into her great brown eyes. 'I don't want to flatter you up, Linda,' he said in a tone of profound conviction, taking the little roll of wire from her hands gingerly with his black, begrimed fingers; 'but I certainly don't know how I'd ever get along without you at all, in that or in anything. You're just the very helpfullest and most methodical woman I ever did come across.'




  '"It was the best butter," said the March hare,' Linda quoted, laughing. 'Now, after all that, sir, what do you want me to do next for you?'




  Her brother smiled. 'Not such a bad shot,' he answered good-humouredly. 'Do copy that drawing of the crank attachment out on a clean sheet before I come home, there's a dear, good girl. Are you busy this morning?'




  'Not very,' Linda replied, glancing aside at the type-writer that stood idle in the corner. 'I've just got to help the stipendiary, as Mr. Harrison calls her, to make the beds and dust the rooms; and then I've got to see about the pudding for dinner; and then I shall finish type-writing that manuscript of Mr. Hubert's—it's got to go into the printer's to-night, you know, for Saturday's Athenæum—and after that, why, I shall be quite at leisure. I'll have time to copy out the crank before they're back in the evening, if nothing unforeseen interferes to prevent me. Anyhow, I'll do it for you to-night at latest.'




  'That's right,' her brother exclaimed with a grateful nod (for he wouldn't touch and stain her clean hands for worlds with his own labour-soiled fingers). 'You are a brick, Linda, and no mistake! You're worth any man a clear hundred a year. He'll be a lucky fellow, whoever gets you. Though what'll become of the models and things when you're married and done for, Heaven only knows. But there, my best comfort is, that the nicest girls never by any chance manage to get married.' And with that concise epitome of the philosophy of matrimony as his parting gift for his sister's consolation, the brisk young engineer dashed hastily through the hall, down the front-steps, and round the corner to the neighbouring tube works.




  But Linda stepped briskly upstairs, all outward calm, to make the beds with Emma, the lodging-house factotum, whom they called the stipendiary, while within, her heart was full of Basil Maclaine and the easy, meaningless, captivating things he had said to her just before in the privacy of the drawing-rooms.




  An hour or so later Douglas Harrison returned, somewhat dispirited, from his visit to the gaol. As soon as his footsteps fell dull on the stairs, Linda ran up, all inquiry, from the kitchen, where she was engaged in the manufacture of that pudding for dinner—her famous Mrs. Thorpe—and caught a glimpse of his back as he disappeared slowly and heavily towards the drawing-rooms. The very look of that back told her quick feminine eye at once all was not well, and she tried to slink away unperceived into the kitchen again. But Douglas had caught her light footfall upon the landing as she slunk off, and called over eagerly, 'Is that you, Miss Figgins?'




  It was always 'Miss Figgins,' officially of course, within earshot of the stipendiary or his fellow-lodger.




  'Yes, Mr. Harrison,' Linda answered, half returning and waiting on the step. 'I heard you come in, and I thought perhaps you might be in want of something.'




  'I am in want of something—in fact, of sympathy,' the barrister said in a very low voice, catching Linda's bright eye over the edge of the banister. 'Are you very busy just now? Could you manage to spare me a tiny ten minutes?'




  'Not very busy,' Linda answered, unfastening her kitchen apron and tripping upstairs yet again with untiring energy. 'You're disappointed, Mr. Harrison? The brief hasn't come off? You've found there's some hitch or other about defending the burglar?'




  Douglas Harrison sank down into the easy-chair with the boneless collapse of a dispirited man, and told her in brief the strange story of his interview with the head of the profession. Linda, all sympathetic, stood with an official duster ostentatiously displayed in her pretty brown fingers, leaning against the mantelpiece in one of those graceful attitudes which came to her naturally. As soon as Douglas had finished, she stepped over and took his hand quite unaffectedly in hers, as a sister might have taken it. 'It's a disappointment, of course, Mr. Harrison,' she said in a sweetly soothing voice, 'but I confess I'm not altogether sorry for it. It may have been foolish of me—I don't know the ways of lawyers—but I couldn't bear to think you should take up such a case. If you'd really taken it up, I should never quite have been reconciled to the desecration of your talents.'




  'Then you think I did right, Linda?' the barrister asked anxiously, as one who attached great importance to her favourable opinion. 'You think it wasn't silly of me?'




  'Of course you did right,' Linda answered with conviction. 'You did just as I should have expected of you. If you hadn't done so, I should have been quite disappointed in you.'




  'No, you don't really mean that!' the young man cried, beaming.




  'Yes I do,' Linda answered with grave seriousness. 'I expect a great deal from you, you know, and I always find my expectations fulfilled. You're a person one can depend upon.'




  'Well, that is good of you, Linda!' the barrister answered, still holding her hand, unreproved, in his own, for Linda never attempted for one moment to withdraw it from Douglas Harrison. 'If you think I did right, that's more than enough for me. I attach so much importance always to your judgment, Linda.'




  'Thank you,' the girl said simply; 'you're always very kind and good, Mr. Harrison.'




  The young man paused, and stared for a moment at the empty grate. 'And yet,' he went on, in a dreamy sort of way that Linda knew well, 'it was a disappointment; I won't deny it. I almost hoped that if only I could once see my way clear in life there might be some chance, perhaps ... that some day ... hereafter——' He broke off suddenly, and looked with a timidly-inquiring glance into those great earnest eyes of hers.




  Linda shook her head with unalterable decision. 'No, no, Mr. Harrison,' she said firmly. 'No more of that, you know. I thought we'd agreed that subject was never again to be re-opened between us. If you're going to talk so, I must run down to my work. And, indeed, I must run down to it now, in any case. I've such lots to do—the pudding to make for dinner, and Mr. Hubert's manuscript to copy for press, and a drawing to finish for to-night for my brother.'




  Douglas Harrison jumped up, full of penitence, at once. 'And I've kept you here talking so long about this wretched brief,' he said, 'when you were wanted elsewhere! You, the prop of the house! the main corner-stone of the establishment! How dreadfully selfish of me! Can't I make up for it now by helping you in any way? Can't I—oh—can't I manage that manuscript of Hubert's, for example?'




  Linda shook her head with a capable smile. 'Oh dear no!' she answered with true feminine contempt for the clumsy male fingers, 'that would never do. You can't work the type-writer half well enough for press yet. Your brother'd never give me another article to copy if I were to send it in all full of blunders. Besides, I shall have time if I go off at once.' And, with a nod and a smile, full of sisterly recognition, she ran off downstairs, leaving the drawing-rooms irradiated with a halo of glory by the bare memory of her presence for the once more briefless barrister.




  'She's a jewel of a girl,' Douglas Harrison thought to himself as she retreated through the door. 'It does make me so happy when I've earned her approbation. But I wish she would only feel to me as she does to Maclaine. I don't know how it is, nothing that I can do ever seems to make her regard me as anything but a brother.'




  It's often so with a certain sort of man. They're so thoroughly good, and girls like them so much, that they never for one moment dream of falling in love with them.




  That evening, when Basil Maclaine returned from the Board of Trade, he came in with an air of very conscious importance. Something that had happened to him during the day was evidently swelling his shirt-front to even more than its usual expansive dimensions. He was full of his grandeur. His waistcoat hardly held him. It was with difficulty he listened politely to Douglas Harrison's account of the burglar fiasco.




  'The more fool you,' was the only comment he made when Douglas had finished his tale of discomfiture. 'Of course, you know what you've done for yourself now. You've knocked the bottom out of your own professional chances.' And as he spoke he produced quite carelessly from his pocket a very large envelope, which, nevertheless, bore some obvious and distinct relation to the high barometric condition of his personal spirits.




  'What's that?' Douglas asked, with languid interest, as Basil pretended to lay it down like some unconsidered trifle.




  'Oh, only an invitation,' Basil Maclaine replied, ostentatiously displaying the card at an illegible distance. 'Garden-party next Saturday. Very smart family, too, in their way. I angled for it hard, I can tell you; but Charlie Simmons pulled it off at last for me. I believe I'm getting into the swim, after all. I'm beginning to know some of the Very Best People.'




  'Rich people, you mean. Well, I'm glad of that—as it seems to give you so much pleasure.'




  'It's going to be an awfully swell affair,' Maclaine went on, ruminating. 'No end of titles.'




  'Hubert and I are going out next Saturday as well,' Douglas Harrison murmured casually, as Basil fixed the pasteboard into the margin of the looking-glass in the little overmantel, with an affectionate glance at its printed inscription. 'Down Leatherhead way. A garden-party also.'




  'Not at the Venables', of Hurst Croft?' the civil servant asked, with open eyes of wonder.




  'Yes, at the Venables', of Hurst Croft. Is that your place, too? What a curious coincidence! Why, if I'd known you wanted to go there, Hubert would have got you an invitation at once without any angling. Miss Venables said they were rather hard up for men, I remember, and she asked if Hubert could hunt up some recruits for her from the Government offices.'




  'You never mentioned it before,' Basil cried, rather crestfallen.




  'Well, it didn't interest me,' his friend replied, looking wholly unconcerned. 'It's a bore having to run down all the way to Leatherhead just to put in an appearance at somebody else's garden-party.'




  The civil servant stared at him mutely for a minute in blank astonishment. How strange a man should think so little of his splendid opportunities for associating himself with the Best People! 'Well, Miss Venables is an heiress, anyhow,' he went on, in a more subdued voice, for he felt himself sat upon. 'They tell me she's one of the very richest girls come out this season. She's a magnificent match. There can't be much harm, at any rate, in taking a pot-shot at her.'




  'In taking what?' Douglas Harrison exclaimed aghast, for the whole point of view was one thoroughly alien to his honest nature.




  'Taking a pot-shot at her,' Basil repeated, unabashed, pulling up his shirt-collar. 'Of course I know I haven't much chance of bringing down the game to my own gun, or even, if it comes to that, of winging her. Too many big swells with handles to their names are sure to be aiming at her from a point of vantage, and it isn't likely a commoner will pot the first prize of the season in the matrimonial handicap. Still, if there's anything good going in the market, one would like to feel, as a matter of justice to one's self, one was standing one's even chance to win it.'




  'Maclaine!' his friend exclaimed in a tone of genuine disgust, 'I'm positively ashamed of you!'




  'Why so, my dear fellow? All the Best People marry money nowadays. Look at the way our aristocracy are all going off to hunt for rich wives among the unspoilt preserves in America.'




  'I didn't mean that only,' Douglas Harrison answered in a very grave tone, 'though that's bad enough in itself. But how can you talk of any other woman on earth when I know the way you've gone about to make poor Lin—Miss Figgins unhappy?'




  'Miss Figgins!' the civil servant cried out, starting back in surprise. It was his turn to be virtuously indignant now. 'You don't mean to say, Harrison, you really think it possible I could ever in my wildest moment dream of marrying Miss Figgins!'




  'I think she'd take you,' Harrison answered with a carefully-suppressed sigh, 'if you were to ask her properly. At any rate, it's not right of you, while you're going on so with her, to talk about taking pot-shots at any other woman.'




  'If I were to ask properly!' Maclaine repeated with a profoundly scornful ring. 'If I were to give her the chance! If I were to cut my own nose off! Of course she'd take me. Of course she'd jump at it. But am I likely to ask her?' He flung himself with an air of patient resignation into the long basketwork chair. 'Just like your aristocratic insolence!' he muttered to himself half angrily.




  'My aristocratic insolence!' Douglas Harrison echoed with a puzzled expression of face. 'Why, what on earth do you mean by that, Basil?'




  'Well, that's always the way with you fellows who've got a cousin a baronet and an uncle a general,' Basil replied with warmth. 'You think there are no distinctions of rank at all outside your own particular class or caste. You think all the rest of us who don't happen to be born in your exalted sphere are at one universal dead-level of hopeless vulgarity. You think because my father's in business, while yours is in the Church, I can marry a common London lodging-house girl, whose parents were labourers, I suppose, and whose brother's a workman at the foundry round the corner. As if education and position and a gentlemanly employment were to count for nothing! Pure aristocratic insolence, that's just what I call it.'
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