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I
AM an unmarried man with sufficient means to support myself in a
quiet way. I enjoy a bachelor's life, am fond of dabbling in
literature, write occasionally for the Press, possess a fair
knowledge of science, and produce the best photographs of any
amateur that I know. I have no present intention of marrying, but I
am by no means unsociable. I like the company of my fellow men, and
go a good deal into society. My name is Laurence Hyne, and I am
thirty-two years of age.


In these days of intense living no
man who is not a confirmed hermit can shut himself away from strong
situations, from moments of danger, or from hours when the world
seems more or less to totter beneath him. I, like others, have had
my due share of adventures of one sort and another, and the one I
am about to tell was by no means the least curious of those that
occurred to me.

On the 18th of a very hot June, I
went to the reception of some friends of mine, the Sitwells, who
lived in Berkeley Square. This was always a brilliant function, and
I knew that I should meet many of my friends there. On this
occasion there was one in particular, a young fellow of the name of
Granby Manners, whom I particularly wished to shake once more by
the hand. I had known him as a boy and as his mother had been my
dearest and most valued friend, I took an interest in him. He was
an open-handed, unselfish, clever lad, but was also one of the most
nervous boys I had ever come across. His ideas were lofty and
aspiring, but his nerves hampered him, and to such an extent that,
when still quite a lad, not more than seventeen, he was ordered
abroad, where he had resided under the care of a tutor ever since.
Mrs. Manners had been a sort of elder sister to me—she had done me
many good turns in life—had assisted me more than once, not only by
her advice, but practically, and on her death-bed had charged me
most emphatically to look after Granby, and if at any time I could
do him a kindness not to hesitate, for her sake, to do it.

"He is ten years your junior, don't
forget that, Laurence," she said. "He knows little or nothing of
English life. When the estate comes to him he will be surrounded by
adventurers—help him if you can."

I promised faithfully, and now the
time had come, for Granby's mother and father were both dead—the
boy inherited the old Croftwood estates, and had come home to
attend to business matters.

On the day of the Sitwells'
function I received a letter from Lady Willoughby, Granby's aunt.
She wrote from Scotland.

"My nephew is in London," she
wrote. "Pray find him out and write to me with regard to his
appearance, his prospects, his present ideas of life. He was always
a strange hoy, and not at all a person to own a big estate like
Croftwood Hall. I am unable to travel, as you know, but my dear
sister told me on her death-bed that you had promised to be good to
him. Pray do what you can and let me know,"

Accordingly I went to the Sitwells
primed in every way to see after young Manners. Mrs. Manners had
had an unhappy life—her burden was a heavy one, so heavy that it
had sent her to her grave before her time. The facts were these.
Her husband was one of the worst of men—a drunkard, reckless, fast,
extravagant. There were rumours of even darker vices—of deeds
committed that ought never to have seen the light of day. Some
people said that the man was half insane. Well, he was dead, and
the boy was not in the least like him.

I arrived at the Sitwells in good
time. The house was already full of guests and very soon I ran up
against young Manners. He had a bright face, a refined, elegant
appearance, and an affectionate manner.

I am glad to see you," he said to
me. "This is quite like old times. Where can we go to have a long
chat?"

"You must come to my rooms for
that, Granby. But here—this terrace is empty for a few moments.
Come and stand under this awning and let me look at you."

We went out through an open window
and stood on a beautiful terrace screened by an awning and decked
with flowers.

"You do look quite a man, Granby,
"I said. "Why, you must be two-and twenty. Your hands must be
pretty full of business now, my boy, with that big estate, and you
the sole person to look after it."

"The fact is, Hyne,'" he answered,
"I am so harried and rushed about that I have hardly a minute to
call my own. I want to come to see you, and will at any hour you
like to appoint."

"Here are two chairs," I said,
suddenly, for as he spoke I noticed the old nervous catch in his
voice, and the quick movement of the head that spoke of a
highly-strung system. "Sit down, won't you, Granby. "You have a big
story to tell me. Let's begin to hear it at once."

"Well," he answered, "there's a
great deal to say. My father has left things involved, but, of
course, they 
may come all right; I can't say. Sometimes I
fear—sometimes I hope. Anyhow, I shall know soon. What day is
this—the 18th. I shall know, I must know, before the 24th."

"What do you mean by that?" I asked
in astonishment.

"I will tell you presently. I could
not in this crowd."

He glanced nervously behind
him.

"Come and dine with me to-morrow
night," was my answer.

His face lit up with pleasure. He
was about to reply in the affirmative when some people came on to
the terrace. They were two girls, both handsome and total strangers
to me. I saw, however, that Granby knew them. His face flushed with
vivid colour, and his eyes grew dark with delight. He greeted both
girls, and especially the slighter and smaller of the two, with
effusion.

"This is good," he said; "I was
just talking to a special friend of mine. May I introduce you?"

A moment later I was shaking the
hand and looking into the face of the brightest and most capable
girl probably in the whole of England. Her name was Angela
Dickinson. She was the daughter of a well-known barrister, who
would undoubtedly be appointed to a judgeship before long. She had
only lately come out—had met Manners when abroad; they were great
chums. Oh yes, it was good to see him again. They smiled at each
other, and young Manners and Miss Angela Dickinson went off
together; the other girl, whose name was Muriel, fell to my share
to entertain.

"I am so glad we have met Mr.
Manners and that he looks so well," she said. "When we saw him at
Naples he often appeared very much troubled. I am glad he has met
an old friend in you."

"Yes," I replied. "I have known
Granby since he was a little boy. His mother was one of my best
friends. Granby had a sad childhood; his father—I suppose everyone
knows about him."

She nodded and looked grave.

"The man is dead," I continued.
"Let his ashes rest in peace. It seems to me, Miss Dickinson, that
Manners' only fault is that he is extremely sensitive."

"I know that," she replied. "Angela
and he are great friends."

I followed the direction of her
eyes. The pair were standing closely together at the further end of
the balcony.

"There is not a doubt that they
care for each other," said Miss Muriel; "but up to the present no
word has been spoken—at least to my father. I wish he would
speak—his silence puts Angela in a strained position."

Soon afterwards I took my leave,
going home to attend to some special business which was occupying
me that night. Just as I was going downstairs young Manners bounded
after me.

"May I come to night instead of
to-morrow night?" he said. "It doesn't matter about dinner. I want
to talk things over with you."

I told him to come in about nine
o'clock, and he nodded his acceptance.

Punctually to the hour he arrived,
looking handsome and gentlemanly in his evening clothes. I offered
him a pipe; he sat down and we both smoked in silence for a minute
or two.

"Well," I said, suddenly—for I saw
that it must be my business to lead the way—"I felt rather anxious
about you when we sat together in the balcony; but Miss Dickinson
has relieved all my fears. You are all right, Manners—I
congratulate you most heartily on your future."

He wrung my hand but did not
speak.

"I suppose the engagement will soon
be announced?" I said, after a pause.

"Oh, we are not engaged, at least,
not exactly. I'd give the world if it could be, but I don't see my
way—there are difficulties, and monstrous ones. It is about those I
want to talk to you."

"Well, speak up, old chap. I am
interested in you from every point of view. Tell me everything and
we will take counsel together."

He drew his chair close to
mine.

"When were you last at Croftwood?"
was his remark.








OEBPS/images/ebook_image_217020_d978c51fdd61fe81.jpg
@J Passerino Editore







OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
o















