pae—ronel

'
{

10 THE CRITIC. g

A DISGRACE TO HER FAMILY.

{ Continued.)

Thus rebuked, Maggie hung her head, and returned to her seat. She
was not so stupid as not to be conscious of the mistake she had made, espec-
ially when it was thus politely and clearly pointed out to hor.

“ J—I did not know,” she mumbled. *¢ I thought perhaps it might be
a telegram.”

The conversation was here interrupted by an exclamation of surprise
which proceeded from Mrs, Brotherton, and which effectually prevented
the sneering reply on the tip of Geraldine's tongue.

* Whatis it, mamma ?" asked Matilda, closing her book, and speaking in
the tone of one from whom no secrets must be kept.  * You look as if you
had received some good news.”

“ And so I have—at least 1 think so. The Cottage is let at Jast."

“JIndeed! .You don't say so.” ‘

“ Yes, this is a letter from Messrs. Malton andSlee, informing me of
the fact.”

« And who has taken it?" said Matilda, whilst Geraldine paused in her
work, and the twins forgot all about their game of backgammon.

Quite an animated smile illumined Mrs. Brotherton’s usually unanimated
countenance. It was pleasing to her to feel hersclf of so much importance;
pot that she had any intention of keeping back the news. She looked again
at the letter which she still held in ber hand.

¢ If I read rightly, the gentlemsn’s name is Falconer—the Honorable
Keith Falconer.”

“There is an Honourable Keith Falconer in the Guards. No doubt he
is the same person,” exclaimed Geraldine, looking critically at her bonnet
uatil l'l'cr pretty face broke out into smiles. ‘I wonder if he is a married
man?

“ No,” said Mrs. Brotherton triumphantly. I can answer that ques-
tion. This letter is from Mr. Malton himself, and he writes of Captain Fal-
coner, as a bachelor, wishing to take a small house, with first class stabling
in the centre of the ¢ Ripper’ Hunt.”

« That's awfully jolly I exclaimed Lily and Rose simultaneously, * and
the odds are he’s a good sort.”’

“ Girls, I do wish you would not be so slangy,” said Mrs. Brotherton.
« It really is detestable to hear young ladies talk in such a fashion. They
never did when I was your age, but manners seem to have deteriorated
sadly since then.” .

# Never mind, mother,” they responded good-humoredly. * Don't try
to improve us just now, but tell us instead how long he bas taken the Cot-
tage for."

“ Only for a year, certain ; but he has the option of txking it on lease
after that time.”

The Cottage was a charming residence, of the class described by bouse-

agents as “bijou.”” It had originally been built by the Squire to accommo- g

date an old fellow-sportsman, who, two years ago, had gone the way of ail
flesh, since when it had remained untenanted.

For a siugle man, fond of hunting, and not requiting large reception
rooms and nurseries, no abode could well be more perfect. It was beauu-
fully fitted up, contained two good sitting, and half-a-dozen bed-rooms, and
the stables could accommodate foutteen horses.

Being within a couple of hundred yards of the Mauor house, a desirsble
tenant, who, at the same time, might be accegted as frisnd and neighbor,
was 2 matter-of considerable importance to the owner, The girls, forseeing
this, had begged their mother rather to allow it to stand empty thao let 1t
to some dull, non-hunting old fogey. They had so greatly insisted on the
point that Mrs, Brotherton had ascceded to their desire, and now, here came
compensation for two whole years' rent, in the shape of a well-bora, fashion-
able young man of undoubted family and position.

Mrs. Brotherton would scarcely have been feminine, and the mother of
a tribe of marrisgeable daughters, had nut some very pleasiog notions
promptly presented themsclves to her brain  The only question was, which
of the five, or rather four, girls would he chcose?

Matilda was the onc she felt most anxious to see married. To begin
with, she was the oldest, and sccondly, her queer temper and dogmatic
opinions rendered her an unpleasant companivn. There could be no doubt
about it, that she ought to be the first to go off matrimonially, but on the
other hand, her younger daughters, especially Geraldine, were much better-
lnoking, and appeared 10 possess greater powers of fascination for the oppo-
site sex.

Poor womaun ! she felt that she woald be truly thasktul, if only this
Car-.in Falconer would take a fancy to any on of them ; and perhaps if
*uc spell of ill-luck, which had visited her for so ong, wer: only once
broken, something else might turn up.  Marriages were countagious. One
not infrequently Jed to another.

“ I am trying to remember what I have cither heard or rcad about the
Honorable Keith Faiconer,” she said after a while, puckering up her brow
with a puzzled expression. “Somchow or other, the name secms quite
familiar to me."

“ Aud well it may be,” sosponded Geraldine, who was an insatiable
reader of Socicty papers. ** Captain Falconer was a great admirer of that
beautiful Mrs. Thoradyke, who made such a sensation two scasons ago. Too
great an admirer, said the i}l natured, for Mr. Thorndyke wrned jealous, all
of a sudden, and wanted to call nim out. Everybody talked of the affair
at the time, but H.R.H. interfered, and succeeded, after o good deal of

trouble, in getting the quarrel patched up. Captain Falconer was said to be
head over ears in love.”

« Ah, now you speak of it, I do remember something of the sort,”
returned Mrs. Brotherton, * thougb, really, people ought to be ashamed to
publish all this society scandal, for young girls like yoursclf to read. It
has a most demoralizing tendency. However, I fancy no great blame
attached to Captain Falconer.”

“The world is generally lenient to a dashing young guardsman,”
observed Matilda severely. * An unfortunate woman has neatly always to
bear the brunt of the battle, whilst the real offendor escapes scot-free.  That
comes from our having been a suppressed race so long, and even in these
days we are subjected to unjust laws."

¢ Nonsense, Matilda,” said Mrs. Brotherton, who, being a very pure and
narrow-minded woman, was invariably hard on her own sex. “ I don't sec
thatdthis l\jrs. Thorndyke deserves the least sympathy. She had a hus-
band—

“ He may have been a brute, and treated her like one.”

“ And,” continued Mrs. Brotherton, unheeding the interruption, * she
ought to have known better than to cn%ourage a good-looking young man
to dangle after her. A married woman never gains anything by such
goings on, but loss of reputatiou and a very undesirable notoriety,”

« With all due deference to you, mother,” rejoined Matilda stubbornly,
“1 contend that this Captain Falconer is no great saint. You are far
too simple for the nineteenth century.”

“ Well, anyhow,"” put in Geraldiae,  we need not take away the poor
man’s character before we bave even made his acqaintance. There will be
time enough to do that afierwards. He is young, and a gentieman, there-
fore the inference is, he will prove an acquisition.”

‘ And it is much better for the Cottage to bz occupied than to stand
empty, as it has done these last two seasons,” rejoined Mrs. Brotherton.
* Nothing ruins a house so much as having no one living in it.”

] wonder if our friend, the Honorable Keith, will arrive in time for
the opening meet,” said Lily, speculatively.

¢ Yes, I wonder,” chimed in Rose.

“ 1 fancy so,” said Maggie, who hitherto had taken no part in the con-
versation, * for I happened to be walking on the road to the station to-day,
and I met a string of eighthorses and a hack, clothed from-ear to tail, and
looking as if they had been travelling. No doub. it was Captain Falconer's
stud arriving.” =

# Of course. Why did you keep this piece of news bottled up urtl
now 1’ enquired Geraldine tartly.

¢ It never occurred to me to tell it. Besides, one meets so many horses
this time of year.” :

s Talking of horses, I hope Captain Falconer wants to buy,” sad
Geraldine.

“Why? What difference can it make to you?”

“ Only that if he does, I shall do my very best to sell him Paragon.”

¢ Oh, Geraldine !" exclaiimed Maggie reprovingly, * You could not pos-
ibly do such a thing: You know that since last season he has hopelessly
one in his wind.”

¢ Bxactly ; that's the very reason I wish to pass him on.”
% You will find it diffics:It.”
“ Most likely, because Paragon is too well known here, and only the
other day, when I rode him, he made such a noise going up-hil}, that every- .
body turncd round and stared. My one chance is with a stranger.” |

 But you would not sell him to Captain Falconer, surely, without tel+
ing him the horse is unsound ?”

* Now, Maggie, don’t you interfers with me. If I sell him, I sell iy,
and it's no business of yowz how I accomplish my ends.”

1t is dishonest, Geraldine, to suppress the truth.”

* Rubbisb ! And now I want tc tell you something.”

* What is it?”

¢ This. T have seen an animal, whose looks 1 like immensely, and who
I believe { could buy for a mere song. He belongs to Acton.”

“ Do you mean that showy brown thorough-bred, rather hizh on tke
leg, with a white blaze down his lice, ridden by Young Acton last Thurs
dsy ?”

“Yes, that's the animal.  He's uncommonly good-looking. Don't yor-
think so, Maggic ?"

“1 do, most certainly. But he is much too good-looking to belongto
Mr. Acton, unless there is a screw loose somewhere.” i :
‘The individ.al ubove referred to was a sporting tailor, who combint
horse-letting with coat-cutting. He livad in the town of Foxington, clos §
by, and seldom had less than halfa-dozen hunters in his stable,  Abont
once in six or cight years, through some accident of fortune, a decent nig-
would find its way into his hands. .
Geraldine believed she had hit upon a great discovery, The corks’
brown thoroughbred that she had scen out hunting, had taken her faney |
inmensely.  She liked ap animal who arched his neck proudly, champe:
at his bit, held his tail aloft, and walked with dainty, ambliog steps  Sud-
a onc showed her off, and looked well at the meets, or whea proceedics -
from covert to covert.  The sight of Mr. Actoa’s horse had quite deter:

mined her to part with Paragon, who, besides having gone in his wind, ¥,
close apon twenty years of age. '

1 say, Maggie," she said, after a slight pause, * will you walk iut'
Foxington, and find out what Mr. Acton asks for the browa ?” '

“ Of course I will,” answered Maggie readily, “but,” and her hons
young face clouded over, * please give up the idea of trying to suck .3
Captawn Falconer with Paragon.” ‘

«“Suck him, indeed I” cricd Geraldine indignantly.

A “ What a bnm\
way you have of putting things.” ,

“ It may be'brutal, bat it's the truth.”




