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‘I'he suow had fallen heavily. It lay
in one smoonth wnhroken sheat over
the roufr, the untrodden tields, the
deserted gurdens outside the  town.
Within th towun itself the noow wua
rpeedily fonled aml begrimed by the
trump of passing feet, but one had
only to go for a short distanc: b:fore
meeting it in all its prist ne ceanty
and purity.  Overhead the aky was
brilliantly blue, hut the frost held
in spite of the munshine, and nlthough
there was plenty of life and anima-
tion in the streets there was little
to be done within the confines of the
farms or country homesteads which
lay outside the limits of the town,

Bankside wag the name attac' ed to
one small farmhouse, with its few
surrounding acres, tenant= by John
Thorn, as it had begn tenanied by his
forefathers for many generations.
Thevy had held it on eusy terms from
one of the local magnates, and had
been considered fairly flourishing
peopls in & small way, but the land-
lord of the present tenant was a hard
man, and had lately rnised renta all
round: a proceeding which fell hea-
vily mpon small holders like John
Thorn. Matters indeed had with him
heen going from bad to worse, and
it wasz with a heavy, overcast coun-
tenance and a strangely unelastic gait
that be trod the snowy yard, and
passed along the mearly empty sheds
and stalls, which presented to his eye
a depressingly desolate appearance.
A mild-eyed cow turned her head to-
wards him as he approached ber, with
a look of_ almost human recognition,
He stopped for a moment before he
passed to the house.

vAh, Daisy,” he said with & sigh.
“you are the last to go, and I suppose
I shall lose you before another Christ-
mas. Well, when one loses s¢ much
it is folly to waste a word or a eigh
ovet one poor dumb beast, but the
last of anything's always hard to part
with. There will be nothing but the
“House' for me and Maggie in our o'd
age, now that the boy has disappeared,
Perhaps it was all for the best that he
should go: (tod knows: but there is
one that will never think 5o, whatever
1 do: mo, more than one, but he—he—
neither knows nor cares” Aud with
one last caressing stroke of his hand
npon the animal’s velvet sides he turn-
e his buck npon the outbuildings, and
returned to the back daor of the
house, where he made a great parade
of wiping his feet and serapiog the
spuw Trom his heavy boots “before
he entered the house.

His wife was bustling abont the
kitchen. She wus a small pale wo-
man, who had once been delicately
pretty. but there was a strained liok
of care in her eves which destroyed
the beauty of her face. Her fair hair
war drawn tightly from her forehead,
and fastened behind in o knot, her
arms were bare to the elbow, and her
hiunds were red. John Thorn stond
and looked at her for a moment in
heavy stupefaction,

“Where are the girls?” he =aid. as
his eye roamed round the room.

] huve =ent them away, John
miid hik wife apologetically. "It is
Christmas Eve, and they were both
pining to ree their mothers. and 1
think, John—it will be better Burely
thut they did not come back ogain.
There is nothing more than 1 ean do
myself, and T don't want any help In
the house.”

John Thorn  =mnuk down in the near-
enfl chair, putting his hands to his
face with semething ke a groan.
“You npre not strong enough, Maggle:
it is mot right for you to he doing
abiont in the house all Aay long. You
will be Iaid up with your thront if
yon da"

" woh. po, T don’t think so, John.™
i hin wife eleerily. *I keep this
shawl tight round me. and_ I am
warm with hustling about. Besdes

Cigry Craft{ promised to look in this
aflternoon, and help me in anything
| wanted. so that I ghall be all right.”

"Cisky's 8 good girl,” said  Johm,
with his brows Lent, and his eyes
fixed on the fAnor, "but it is a poar
lite for her, teaching infants every
doy and lodging with that old Miss
Nargle, whose very face is enough to
turn the milk sour. Why she doean't
go away and better herself is more
than I can make out.™

“Oh,” paid his wife sudilenly, with a
eurious thrill in her voice, “don’t you
know, Jochn—don't you know why
she ntays?"™ .

"“Mre—how should ¥ know?” said
John, standing up. “She has got no
ties in the place that I know, and the
Vicar told me ounly last week that he
could get her a much better situation
in one of the big towns if she would
o."
“I think the only ties she has are

bere,” said Mes Thorn, turning her

back on her husband so that he should
not see the tears in her eyes, though
perhaps the quiver in the voice betray-
ed her. “She can't bear to leave us,
John, That's why it is. She is hoping
for news from Bernard still.”

“[Mhen she'a a fool” said John
Thorn, rising to his fret and striking
hiz hand sharpty on the deal table,
“and she is wasting her life on ocne
who is a shame and disgruce to every-
body connected with him. and who
will never cross my threshold again as
lorg as I am here to keep him out, If
she is waiting for Bermard, tell her it
iz loat labour, that he has left us for
ever, and that if T could I would not
bring him back.”

His witfe came up and laid both her
thin hands upon his arm, “It goes to
my heart to hear you talk so hard,
John,” she said, “and on Christmas
Eve of all days in the year.”

‘“There iz no reason why cone should
be more soft on Christmas Eve than
on any other day in the year, that I
can see,” said Thorn. “Right’s right all
the world over, and at any time and
season. And gven at Christmas Eve I
canent forget that the boy was a dis-
grace to us while he lived . here, and
took away what didn’t belong to him
when he went away.”

“But if "he came back,”
Thorn, “if he came back

“He will never come back,” said her
hushand. “and if he duves he will find
the old place shut up, or let to another
man, for I don't see that I can go on
nny longer, and there is nothing be-
fure us but the House."

“0Oh, no, no, Jehn, it won't come to
that.” said Mrs Thorn piteously, and
the tears flowed  over the sunken
cheeks, while a sob choked her throat,
but John Thorn. usually an affection-
ate husband, did not stay to console
her. He turned away from the kitchen,
remarking that he had business in the
town, and dide't know when he would
e back.

Mrs Thorn wuas left to weep- In
sitence, and for a minute or two she
%at. down in the old wooden armchair
near the fire, and wiped her tears with
her aprom.

Thus engaged she ddid not mnotice
that scmeone had entered the house,
A girl in a hat and jacket of the plain-
est kind put her head 1n at the kitchen
door. and Iooked anxiously at the
mwistrean of the house. In ancther min-
ute she was koeeling at Mrs Thorn's
siite with her arms around the good
wWoman's neck.

“What is it, dear?" she paid. “Have
vou had bad news?"

“Oh, Cissy, iy dear, T am glad youn
hare come. | don't know that I ought
to be, for father's in a dark mood this
morning, and he says thal you are
wasting your life in coming here.”

““Oh. he docsn't mean 1t never mind
what he says. he would miss me very
much if T didn’t come,” naid Cisny, giv-

said Mrs

ing the elder woman s kiss, snd look-
ing at her with fornd smiling eyes.

She wan five and twenty, and bad
never perhape been distinguished for
her beauty, but there was & sweetness
in her face which made it atiractive,
and her large brown eyes were some-
what pathetic in expression. There
wos = certain prettiness, moreover.
about her ailky fair bair which was
allowed to eluater a fittle around her
forehead with & natural grace that wea
infinitely breoming; indeed, there waa
s dellcacy and gentleness in her
appearance which made it more pleas-
ant to many people’s eyes than =
rougher and more proncunced style of
netual beanty. .

John Thorn and many of his neigh-
hoirn were apt to call her “a poor
puny thing.” but in the town people
often looked at her twice when she
pursed, as though aware of a certain
distinciness in her mir which set her
apart from the resat of the world,

Perbapr this distinetion proceeded
chiefly frow the elevating and refining
influencer of Ciasy's faithful love Tor
Bernard Thorn, the only son of ha
parent:, who. after & wild and disap-
pointing career, had suddenly dis-
appeared from the neighbourhood, and
had been heard of no more for a period
of years, A

Cisay shared his mother’s longings
for the boy's return. and it was for his
aake {hat she persévered in uncon-
genial work. and consecrated her apare
houre to the work that always requir-
ed doing at Bankside Farm.

“Father's so hard,” Mrs Thorn re-
peated, “he saye he won't never let
Bernard cross the door again.”

“Have you heard anything of him?™
anid Cisay guickly.

“Not ny:‘vord. ym_v dear, and T did
think that this being Christmas—"

Cissy’s young arms clasped her
oloder, ‘“He will come home, some
day., mother,” she =aid, whispering
the name that she used only in mo~
ments like these, “He will come home
and put everything right. It was
Christmas Eve when we saw him last,
remember. I am pure that some
hristmas Eve will see him home

P
ag‘?Oh\ but. my dear, what will be
the use of it if the honwe is shut up
and we're ruined, and me and mg_hgood
man in the House?” said Mra nro,
with an irrepressible burst of tears.
#Retter not at all than too - late,
Cissy.”

“No. no, mother, better late than
never.” corrected Cisay, and then she
kissed 1he tear-wet cheek aguin.
Don't fret any more,” she said, “nn_d
I will help you with what there ja
to be done, so that the houre may be
quite clean and tidy when Mr Thorp
comes home again.” 3

“Pless yon, my dear. T wish ¥you
were always here,” said Mrs Thorn.
fervently, and then she went E.AbOnt
her daily work. consoled by Cisay’s
presence quite as much a8 l':y t.‘.he
manus! help rendered by Cissy's will-
ing hands.

Fohn Thorn did not come home to
dinmer; and, after an early cup of
ten, (isey announced her intention of
retnring' tn the schoolhouse, where
she lived with Miss Nargle, hecanse
she had promised to assist in the con-
trivance of a Christwas tree. which
the viear’s wife was giving to the
school children. She was coming to
spend Christmas Day with the old
conple. and would be in time to go to
church with them. So, after an affec
tionate farewell, phe made her way
back to the town, and Mrs Thorn set
to work on the few duties that still
remained for her to do. .

There were still some fowls in the
poultry yard, and she went out to
feed them with a shawl fol7ed t'ghtly
round her head and shoulders. Her
husband had swept the ground near
the fowlhouse free from snow. and
hens and cocks gathered round her
with a great flutter and clatter and
hullabaloo as she seattered the grain
before them. Then for a moment she
turned her face to the west, looking
at the setting sun, and thinking of
the hoy who had followed his fortune
in the track of that golden light,
Where was he now, she wondered, and
what hed been hie fate in the lands
of the west?

“0Oh, my boy, oh, my Bernard,” she

half sobbed to hersel!, “woyld that
God would rend you back 1o me
again.’

She hod spoken aloud withaunt

knowing it. and was startled beyonid
measure when an answer fell upon
her ear.

“Would it be s gond thing it he

he-me home again?™ the voice aaked
eF. . -

“Who spoke?™ - :

She turned round hurriedly, her
eves & little blinded hy the wintry
glow of the golden west, and ahe wag
so flurried and unpset that the eight
of & tall dark figure standing between
her and the house did not tend to
restore her confidence.

She atarted and trembled a little,
s0 that one or two eggs which ahe
hod found fell from the basket wnd
were broken upon the ground.

“Who—who is It that aske™ she
anid, trembling all over. yet scarcely
knowing why. But she knew the mext
moment, for two strong mrmas were
arcound her, and & bearded face was
preased elose to her own,

“Mother, don't you know me? suid
the voice, and alihough it was se much
deeper and more manly than when
she had heerd it last, she comld no
lohger mistake it for any but her
ron's volce, Tt was Bernard himee'f
who had ecome back to her from the
wilds, or rather, as it seemed to hep,
almost from the dead.

“My son, my son,” she cried, cng
ing to him and nearly fainting on his
breast in the excess of her joy, “my
son that was logt—"

‘_‘You may well say that, mother,™
said the young man, “for leat I have
been, it is true; but found again now
1 trust, and home again with You and
father—and Cissy. She iz here still.
is tas'i:e- hnot?ithgug'h perhape T onght
ot to hope it. And yet T alwaye trust-
ed Cisay.™ we tr

“Cissy wanr here today.” said his
mother between laughing and erying.
“and it is not balf an hour since she
left the house. She has never forgotten
you, no fear of that, Tt is your father
that T am afrald of, for he in & hard
man gometimes, and he has never for-
given you, my dear, for going away as
¥ou did.”

The young man's face grew grave,
He pnt his arm round his mother’s
waist and drew her gently towards
the house, It was easier to explain
matters inside than outside om a cold
Christmas Eve,

Meanwhile Jobn Thorn was return-
ing from the town where he had trans-
acted business to the beat of his abil-
ity, bot with no satisfaclion to himself,
Everything was going wrong with
him. He owed money, and he could
not meet hie obligations, and this
was the worst, because he was & strict-
l¥ upright and hodourable man. A
long series of misforiunes only had
brought him to this pass, and as he

. came along his homeward road he

looked back to the years that were
gone. and thought harshly of the son.
who had deserted him in his old age,
and had not only deserted him but
carried a.wnywithiim some of thehard
won savings of John Thorn’s early
life. It had not been a large sum with
which Bernard Thorn had decamped,
but the memory of it lingered in his
fatker’s mind as a worse loss than any
he had experienced.

“Tt's a hard thing,” he said to him-
self, “to see children grow up around
~ou, and then, when they come to an

* age when they could be a help and a

comfort, find that they have no mind
to do anything but start off on their
own aceount, leaving you to sink or
swim as the case may be. But I should
not have minded it so much if he had
not taken that which was not his own
to take. Tt is a thing I eammot forget
or forgive, There’s no man been a bet-
ter falher than T was to him when he
wai young, and it's a shame and dis-
grace that he should nave treated his
mother and me fn this way.”

He geldom thoupht about it so long,
or put his thoughts into such concise
words, and the effort made him hot,
so that he stayed for a moment with
his hat raised as if to eool his brow, in
spite of the bitter cold of the winter
night. The sun had almost set. but »
yellow light lingered in the west. The
sound of bells floated to hia ear
through the c¢alm still atmosphere,
The ringers were praclising the peal
for Christmas morning. He had heard
those hells on Christmas Eve for more
than sixty winters, and knew well
what they signified. “The coming of a
Saviour to the world—the coming of a
Son sent by the Father, who loved the
world well encugh to redeem it in this
way.” The thought waa familiar
#nough to his mind, and the words in
which it had been announced by the
angels to the listening shepherds on
the plain were so well known te him
that their meaning had become dulled
by repetilion, Yet the sound of the




