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THE CRITIC. '

A BARREN TITLE.

( Continued. )

« 1 remember on one occasion when I wagat Ringwood,” he said, *and
1 could not have bean moro than eight or nine years old at the time, what
a scrape Cousin Charloy and I got in through bird-nesting in tho woods
when wo ought to have been learning our lessons.  Wo weto stoaling in
through tho back entrance, as black as two sweeps, when your Iadyship
canght us.  What a sotting down you gave us, to be sure ! Charloy being
Earl of Loughton—he camoe into the title, you know, whon he was soven
years old—was simply colded and forgiven, while I, being merely cousin
to tl o I of Loughton, and nobudy in particular, was not only scolded
but sent with your ladyrhip’s compliments to Mr Pembroke, the tutor, and
would he pleaso cane me enough for two.  The aght of you agmn madam,
brought tns Hittls reniniscence quite freshly to my mind.”

Suarling till she showed the whols of her falso teoth, and shaking a
witheredd finger at Mr Fildew, the cuuutess sud, ** 1 ropoat, sir, that you
aro nothing but a charlatan D't fur vne mowent mmagine that you can
bamboozle me with apy made up tales about Ringwood, and what happened
thcr&a thirty or forty yoars ago  Any fuol could work up evidence of that
kind.”

“There used to bo a goud deal of company at the old placo in those
days,” resumed Mr. Fildew, without heeding hor ladyship’s outburst in the
loast. * Whero are the old faces by this time, I wonder? Scattered to the
four quarters of the globo, I suppose, such of them as are still alive. Does
your ladyship remember Caplain Bristow 1 I wonder whether ho 1s stall
among the hiving.”

1t was strango to seo the hot color mount to her ladyship's forchead.
Sho blushed like any girl of eighteen. Then she teok up her fan. * Mr.
Flicker,” she said, * will you oblige me by opening that window a couple
of inches 1 I feel a littlo faint. Thank you. And now, sir,” turning to Mr.
Fildew, “ Pray what do you know about Captain Bristow 1”

« T have some véry pleasant reminiscences in connection with the hand-
some Captain. For one thing, ho always tipped me liborally when he came
to Ringwood. Ono day I happened to bo the unscen witness of a little
comediotta in which your ladyship and the captain enacted the chiof—indeed
1 may say, the only characters. I had been to the library to fetch a hook
for Mr. Pembroke, when, happening to hear voices in the blue boudoir,
-which, a8 you may romember, madam, is the room noxt the library, and
perceiving that tho door was ajar, I peeped in and saw-—now, what docs
your ladyship thiok that I saw?”

The countess coughed, and Mr. Flicker, in obedience to an almost im-

perceptiblo sign, roso softly frum his chair and walked away to tho furthest
wiudow, huminming under his breath.

«1 gaw,” resumed Mr. Fildew, with hardly a break, “tho caplain on
his knees before your Jadyship—tho earl had been dead at that time_about
two yeara—I saw him kiss your hand, and 1 saw that you, madem, did not
repulso him. I was not near enough to hear the words which passed be-
tween you, but presently I saw the captain take a ring out of his waistcoat
pocket and slip it on your ladyship's fingor. Thon there camo a koock at
the other door, and the captain had barely time to rise beforo in came a
servant with a letter for him, It was a message to say that his father was
dying. He left Ringwood that night, and nover, so far as I know, entored
its doors again. But I notico that your ladyship still wears the ring which
Captain Bristow slipped on your finger that sunny afternooa. That is tho
or.2 on the third finger of your right hand.”

1ady Loughton sunk back in her casy-chair, and turned as whito 38 she
bad been red before.  * Water,” she said, faintly, pointing to a carafe that
stood upon a side-table.  Mr. Flicker was by hor sido in 2 moment. When
sho had-drunk a little water, he said, ¢ Shall I ring the bell for your maid "

« No. I shall bo better presently. I hate havinga fuss mado about
trifles.” Then, after o moment or two of silont thought, sho saic, suddenly
« Flicker, that man "—pointing to Mr. Fildew with her fan—*is cither
John Marmaduke Lorrimore or Beelzobub !”

Mr. Flicker rubbed his chilly hands together and bowed low—very low.
Whether the bow was intended for the Earl of Loughton or the Prince of
Darkness was best known to himself.

«I am sorry, my lord,” he said, ¢ that with 2 recent melancholy tragedy
still fresh in iy memory, I cannot congrtulate your lordship as I should
liko to have done on your accession to so disnguished a titlo.”

“ You are not a bit like a Lorrimore,” broke in her ladyship, in the ab-
rupt way which was habitual with her.

« And yet you used to say that I had moio of a Lorrimoro look than
even your uwn son had.” -

“ 1t scoms impossible that you can ever have been that long-haired, fair-
skinned boy whom I used to nurse and #poit "

« And box and scold—don't forget that, madam. Ihave fought with
wild Leasts at Eplicsus since thoso days, and thero's littlo left of mo buta
wreck.”

** What are your means of living 1’

«1 have a.privale incomo of ono pound per week.™

** And you cxist on that1”

“Qn that I exist.”

This statement, if not strictly in accerdanco with fact, was still suffi-
ciently near the truth,  The countess and Mr. Flicker exchanged looks.

« And now, sir, if you are prepared to state categorically to Mr. Flicker
and myself what it is that you think we ought to do for you, we will listen
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to what you havo to say.”” Tho dowagor was caroful not {o nddress hinm b ]
his title, although sho had virtually acknowledged his right to it.

* What I think you ought to do is this,” said the carl, with quict ¢
oration. “ In the first place, to pay my dobts, smounting with intereat,y,
a triflo over six thousand pounds; and, in the second place, to allow r,
twelve hundred a year for life, to bo paid quarterly in advance.” ’

«Tut-tut tut I enid tho countess, * The man must bo mad—cny,
Six thourand pounds down and twelve hundrod a year forlifo ! Wher
you imagine, sir, that any such outrageous sums are to bo obtained fronr

# \When Charles camo of age I romember that Ins income was st dow |
a8 being a clear cighteen thousand o year, and I don't suppose the cts
has depreciated in value since thut timo.” T

“ My lifo interost in the cstate, let mo tell you, sir, is only to the exiy :
of three thousund por annwm,” o |

« Of that, madam, 1 aw quite sware.  But there are othor people we - ¥
ested fu this question Lesides yourself.  Your mieco, Miss Collumyion ¢,
wstance, aLd Mr. Slingsby Hoscombe, who hopes te be Barl of Loughy,
whenever Providence may bo pleased to snuff mo out of oxistenee.” <

« And pray what nro tho special advantages caat unght be. supposd 4
accrue to the family in generl, supposing, for the xke of argument mers
that thev woro disposed to eutertain yout ridiculons propostiion?’

# Tho advontages are self+vident.  The fanuly surely do not widiy,
see an honorable and ancient title dragged through the mire at the heel
a pauper, and what am I but a pauper?  Then, sgain, I am not a marrvg}-
man, I don't want tomarry ! iss Collumptonand Mr. Boscombe may bee.zs
man and wife with tho blissful certainty that the title will be theusmig |-
or o dozen years at the most—it may be in ton ora dozen months.” '

“ Suppose, on the other hand, that wo decline iz foto to have anythe;
to say to your propositien 3"

“In that case, madam, mny courso lies cloar bofore me. I can not,wn
earl, bo expected to exist or a pound a weok; that would be too ab-urd. 1§
have the honor to rent an apartment over & milk-shop in one of the ws}
populous subutbs. My landlady has one daughtor—a buxom, apple-chented
red-armed young woman of five-and-twenty, who serves 1n the shop. |
should make this estimable young person Couatess of Loughton. Ferla
growing old, madan, and feel the need of tho comforts of a howe, and b
is twenty shillings a week for a nobloman to live on? I huve reasen to b
liovo that the milk business is a lucrativo one,and, withan earl at the hui
of it, it would become ten times moro lucrative than it is now. Of cours E-
I should have my name in full over the door : ‘ John Marmaduke Lornman b
Earl of Loughton.” And tho same on our business cards, with the fmi;f
escutcheon undeaneath, and the family motto Je puis. Then would foll
he usual announcements: ¢ New milk twice a day. Pure Aylesbury butta |
Our eggs, eight a shilling, are guarantced by tho countess. Referers
kindly permitted to the dowager Lady Loughton, No. 287 Harloy Stees =
and to Mr. Flicker, of the eminent firm of Flicker & Tapp. Tho earl wif
bo on view in the shop any day from ten to eloven A. M., engaged in t 2
persual of tho  Morning Post.” I should sond out circulars and cands bf:
overy namo enshrined in Debrett. Tiwelve hundred a year, madam, w5
not cover the profits of such a concern. And, by snd by, I should hopes
have a son nnd heir to inherit his father's titlo and his mother's busine'y -

His lordship, for so we must henceforth call him, stared gravely wrag:
tho table at Lady Lougbton. For a little time no sound was heard savate:
obtrusive tick.ng of Mr. Flicker's watch.

“ Do you think, sir, you are altogether in your right senses 1 asked hE
conntess at longth, turning on him in her quick way.

«\Well, really, Aunt Barbara”—she winced at the appollation—*I b
sometimes asked mysolf tho same question. I have a theory thal weardp:
more or less mad on somo point or other, and probably I am neither btz
nor worse than the majority of my fellgws.” =

“You can go now, sir,” said the countess, preseatly. ¢ 1 havo wal:
cnough of you for one day—more than enough. Should I cave to see Jui:
again I will send for you.” :

« Flicker knows whero a lotter will always find me," said the earl, w3l
casy condescension, os ho pushed back his chiir and possessed himself
his dilapidated Eat. * You will think over what I have said, Aunt Barbanfs.
will you not? As I remarked before, I am not a marrying man, and realgs
to go into tho milk trade would be rather below the dignity of au el wou®
it Dot 1” Ho was rubbing his hat tenderly with the sleove of hix "weadlays
coat as he spoka. . -

“Go! go!” was all the countess could say, as she pointed with a ki ¢
finger to the door. ’E

“« 1 havo tho honor, madam, to wish youa very good-morning,” suit
earl, bowing low over his hat.
beforo long.”

Lord Loughton walked slowly down the broad stair-case, under thesz -
of the two tall footmen in the hall. But scarcely had ho reached the l&'r"-—’ff
stair beforo Mr Flicker called ovor tho balusters in the most dulcet 2 -
« My lord—my lord—yoc 1 have left your pocket-handkerchief behindy=}”
Had somo onc-fired oft 2 gun closo by the heads of the two footmen &3
could not hava beon wore startled.

“ Did you not hear, sir I said the carl, sharply, 10 ono of them. * ke
me my pocket-handkerchief, and bo quick about it.”

Tho man had never climbed thoso stairs so quickly before. A nn:j";
had hardly clapsed bofore he camo down again, carrying a silver T
on which lay his lordship’s well-worn greon-and-red bandana. The -
took his handkerchief off tho salver with tho gravest airin the worldsy ™
roplaced it in his pockot. ‘Then the massive door was flung wirle o5, &)
he marched slowly forth into the strept.  Stopping at the first tavema.

o

“ Flicker, I shall, doubtless, see you a;i;;

camo to, and pushing open tho swing-doors, ho went in and callud fur I .
pennywerth of bmnﬁy-nnd—watcr and a mild cheroot. };

|



