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The boy nodded, and walked on in sllence
through the turnstile, and across the field-path,
until his curiosity overcoming his shyness he
hazarded at last.

. #You've been here before, I s’pose, mister ?”

Drayton laughed.

¢ Yes, I've been here before, no doubt,” he
said, ¢seeing I was born down yonder at the
Mill. But when my father died and the place
was sold, I went Lunnon ways, to see if I could
make my fortune.”

The boy looked in swift surprise at the young
man beside him, who after all was only the son
of old Drayton of the Ml1ll, wbo had died a bank-
rupt, and left his son a legacy to his brother, the
husband of the widowed mistress of the Oak
farm. 8til], despite the memory of his father’s
ruin, the lad's glance went wavering from the
glittering watch-chain suspended from Dray-
ton's waistcoat-pocket to the gloves upon his
hands and the fine cloth he wore in his coat;
the which this clumsy country Iad had never
seen the l1ke on any one, beneath the rank of
the Calthorpe gentry, while he conjectured in-
wardly that Drayton must have made the for-
tune he went to London to win,

«You're come down for the wedding, maybe ?”
the lad suggested presently when, his wonder
having had time to cool, a sudden surmise struck
him that all Drayton’s fine dressing could not
be for ordinary holiday.

# What wedding ? ” Drayton asked, while the
gate leading into the yard of the Oak farm,
wherein hens, and ducks, and cackling geese
were straying freely. -

“They say Nellle Drayton’s going to marry
my lord’s head keeper,” the lad sald, im-
pressively, delighted that his gossip had taken
his hearer by surprise.

# Why Nellie was but a mite when I left her,
R:xl;e years ago,” Drayton responded doubt-

Y. ’

¢ She’s four years older nor me,” the boy sald
sturdily, as though those four years were ten.

#“That's a great age, youngster.” Drayton
laughed, slipping a shilling into the lad’s hand,
which inspired him with a still stronger respect
for Drayton’s riches, and the dim and distant
glories of London, where fortunes could be made
80 readily.

Then they were at the farm_-house door, where
the portmanteau was deposited with a thud,
which brought a girl’s face to the window, a face
with bonnie eyes of blue, the shade of Willle’s
own, and a cloud of light hair profuse and soft,
drawn off from a rosy cheek and a forehead of
snowy white.

¢ That 18 not N1, but Jessie,” Willie thought
as the girl withdrew her face from the window.
#Bhe has got the golden hair, and the laughing
lips and eyes of long ago, when we went nutting
together in the wood, and wading after stickle-
backs in the stream.”

% Mother, there’s someone at the door, and I
think it’s cousin Wilite,” Jessle Drayton cried
from within; and before Willle had time to
push the door open for himself, it was flung
wide, and Mrs. Drayton was welcoming him
back to Calthorpe,

¢ Only for Jess, I wouldn’t have knowed you,
Willie, you're grown so tall and blg, and so like
& town gentleman,” Mrs, Drayton exclaimed,
looking proudly up at her nephew, who had
changed from a slim lad, into a tall fine-looking

. young man, during his nine years of Loundon
life. «I've got old and atiff while you've been
away lad, and thegirls have grown into women;
and, I suppose, you wouldn’t have knowed any
of us, only you seen us in the eld place.”

To which Willie protested he would have
known them anywhere, while he kissed his
ecousins’ flushing cheeks, and the younger one
looked shyly out of her mellow brown eyes, to
see how one of the group in the farm-house
kitchen, not of their kith and kin, bore the
friendly greeting; but my lord’s head keeper
never looked up from the contemplation of his
strong brown hands to see the kisses given, or
to mark the flush which the touch of Drayton’s
lips brought to Nellle’s cheek.

She was the prettiest of the two girls, this
younger one, of whom my lord’s head keeper
was said to be enamoured. Jessle was a comely
country lass, fair-haired and rosy-cheeked; but
Nellle’s cheek was rounder and more dellcgtely
tinted, and her eyes, less laughing than th:abh_,s
eyes of Jessie, were of a mellow changed brown ;
80 that Dyayton, sitting in the old farm kitchen,
and watching the faces of the two girls lighted
up by the glow of the warm fire, silently
endorsed Mark Wilton’s tasté in choosing the
delicate prettiness of Nellie, rather than the
buxom comeliness of her elder slster, while
sweet Nellie Drayton forgot for the moment the
quiet lover sitting by the Ingle nook, in the
wandering contemplation of Willle’s” glittering
chain, the riog upon his finger, and the gloves
he had flung carelessly down upon the table,

“80, a8 ye telled me In your letier, your
master’s dead, and ye must look for another
Place,” - Mra. Drayton observed, meditatively,
while Willle refreshed himself with meat and
ale after his journey. ¢ But then, 1 suppose, a
good place isn’t easy found, Willie? ”

«I'll take afling out of myself before I try,”
he answered, putting away his plate; ¢«but I'll
not find it hard to suit myself, I've got such a
good character.”

Here, with shy politeness, the keeper rose up
and went out, feeling he had no business to listen
% Willle’s concerns. Half-way to the gate he
tarned, and glanoed back to see if Nelile would
steal after him forja farewell, but Nellle only
l‘ll;‘l.led and nodded }to the look, and Mark Wil-

passed through the gate alons, olangingit
Afler Nitn,

II

The snow which had fallen lightly all the past
night, and left its thin white coating on fleld
and highway, began drifting again as Mark Wil-
ton crossed the coppice meadows on his way to
tie keeper’s lodge, dropping down at first softly
and slowly, but changing as the short day
closed in, to swift short flakes, which went on
falling all the night through, and when Christ-
mas morning broke, a thick white sheet of
snow lay over the earth. on which the sunshone
with & cold frosty glitter,

In the Oak.farm kitchen, a strong wood flre
blazed upon the hearth, where Jessie Drayton
stood with her dress pinned up, frying slices of
bacon, when Willie came down in search of
breakfast. She looked up from her work as he
came in, with a laughing face, to which the fire
had brought a bright, hot flush, and wished him
a merry Christmas.

¢« A merry Christmas to you too, Jess, and a
happy new year,” Willie answered in response,
and going over to where she stood, he stooped
downwards and kissed her. ¢ I have brought a
new gown for my aunt, and a Christmas.box
for you and Nellle, Jess " he said, stan:ling by
her on the hearth,

Then, as Nellie's footstep sounded along the
passage, he took a parcel wrapped in silver
paper from his pocket, and drawing out of it a
pair of glittering bracelets, held them up before
Jessie’s surprised eyes, who spatching up the
hissing pan from the fire, reached out her hand
for the young man's showy gift.

« It was good of you to think upon us, Willie,”
she sald with a grateful smile on her full ripe
Hips, while she turned the bracelets rounl and
round in her hand, without attempting todraw
them on her wrist. ¢ Only I'm thinking they're
too fine for working girls like me or Nellie. So
if the man you got them from would take them
back, and give us a nice dress or the like -

But Willie interrupted her with a laugh.

¢« Jess, girl,” he sald, “jewellers don’t sell
dresses.”

“ They do down this way,” Jessie persisted,
still with an admiring eye on the bracelots, de-
spite their uselessness. « There’s a man goes
through here onte a fortnight with rings anl
brooches, and dresses too of all sorts,”

¢# Ay, Brammagem Jewellery!” Willle said
contemptuously, a trifle nettled at his counsin’s
questioning acceptance of his gift.

§« Well,” she said, with a smile on her bonnle
honest face, “ I'll no scorn your present, Willie,
but I’ll lock it up, and keep'lt to wear at Nel.
lie’s wedding.”

Drayton laughed, but though he laughed, he
felt his face flame hotly, as he followed the
glrl’s smiling glance to where Nollie stcod in the
open doorway, watching the little Bcens b:-
tween the cousins.

 You had best keep them for your own wel-
ding,” Nellle retorted, as she passed through
the door, with a pout on her scarlet lips.

But Jeasie only laughed, and said she had no
chance of a wedding yet; while Nelllg, with
the pout upon her lip changing into smiles, held
out her hand for Willle's offered present.

III.

Willie and the two girls walkod tog:ther that
day to Calthorpe Church by the road, a4 the
snow lay too thickly on the meadow-path to
allow of their taking the suorter route,

Coming out after service, they found stalwart
Mark Wilton waiting for them in the churchu-
yard, dressed in his homely Sunday bhest. He
was todine that day at the Oak farm by speecial
invitation, and having joined th. Draytons la
the churchyard, he walked back to the farm
with Nellie, taking his place at horside with a
silent assumption of ownership, which made
‘Will Drayton feel & trifle sulky ; nol that it had
aught to do with him, as he told hiinself while
he went with Jessia down th: path leading to
the churcu gates, only the girl was too daluty
and pretty for such a rough giant as my lord’s
head keeper.

In honor of Christmas, dinner was served that
day in the farm parlor, in place of the kitohen
. where the family dined on ordinary occasions *
aud at dinner Wiiton took his place by Nollie
again, with the same air of owuership as had
offcnded Willie on their way home from church,

“1 suppose i1's settled Wiltou is to have Nel-
lie for a wifo, aunt?” Willie hazarded, wien
he and Jessie and Mrs, Drayton hal comu out
after dinner into the kitche.: leaving Nellie
and her lover sitiing by the parlor fire. ‘

“ Yes, I suppose he 1s. Taey’vo settlel it be-
twecn them, and I’'m content,” Mri, Drayton
said quietly.

Something In Willie's volce wien he asked
the question, made Jossie look sharpty up at
him, and theu glance away ag.iin into tho fire :
but nothing more wus said on either side, and
the talk drified away to other things,

Late in tho aflernvon, when the Draytons
wore sitling down to tea, Tom Churton, an old
Calthorpe friend of Willle’s, dropped In to have
achat with him ; and when Cuurton Jrose to
leave, Willie volunteered to walk back with
him to the village, whlspering to Jessie as he fol-
lowed Churton out, that he would be back to
say good-nig'it to Mark before he left the farm.
But when they reached OCalthorpe, tnstead of
letllug him relurn as he meaut to 40 when he
starled, Willie was induced by his companion
to-cone into the bar of Calthorpe Inn, and have
something hot before walking back to the farm
through the darkness and the driving snow
which had begun to fall agin. Tatking in the
Ughted bar, and drinking his brandy and water,

80 begutled Will Drayton jnlo forgotfulness, that

eleven o'clock had struck befare he entered the
yard gate of the Oak farm again, and saw to his
dismay that all the lights in the house were out,
and only a glimmering blaze from the kitchen
fire gave a hope that any of the family were
astir.

He knocked softly at the door, which was un-
bolted and opened as softly by Nellie Drayton,
who crept back instantly within the warm
cirele of the fire,

Willle fastened the door behind him, and
then taking off his hat, shook the white snow
from it as he neared the hearth, where Nellie
stood, looking silently down upon the blazing
embers, while the glow of the burning wood
shone on the silken glossin€ss of her hair, and
lighted up the subtle softness of her eyes.

She turned to him as he approached with a
little smiling nod, but her lips said nothing.

«So you are all alone, Nellie 2” Willie began
by way of breaking ground; for Nellie’s little
nod had a coy reticence in it, which lured Dray-
ton more fatally than a freer welcome.¢ Where
is my aunt and Jessie ?”

Out of the mellow brown eyes shot a glance
half smiling, half laughing, as he answered with
demure gravity. :

« They’re gone to bed an hour ago; so if you
want Jess, you won’t be like to see her till to-
morrow. ”

«But I don’t particularly want Jess, Nellie.”

She gave her head a coquettish little toss.

« How am I to understand your London ways
of asking for people you don’t want? ” she said,
looking away from Drayton’s face into the fire.

There for a moment in the silence of the leap-
ing firelight the two stood wordless, until Nellle
raising her hand to brush the hair back from
her forehead, the glitter of a golden bracelet on
her uplifted wrist struck on the young mau’s
delighted eyes.

« You're a brave little cousin, Nellie,” Willie
cried eagerly, ¢« te wear my gift on your arm,
instead of locking it in & box like Jessie,”

Nellie’s eyes fell on the gleaming bracelet on
her left arm, and she half laughingly covered it
with her right hand.

«1 only wore one t7-night,” she said primly,
half inclined to make play for herself with the
young man’s eagerness, yet half abashed and
touched by it, ¢ just to show it to a friend.”

« Your friend was Mark Wilton, Nell,” Willie
suggested. ¢ What might Mark have sald, if
it’s a fair questton ? "

To this Nellie, twwining the bracelet round, and
looking at it wistfully, out of her drooped eyes,
answered slowly.

« He s« it was foolish finery for such as me,
who was to be a working man’s wife.”

Was it the witchery of the purple firelight,
or the girl’s eyes, or her wistful downward look
upon her present, which made Will Drayton
blart out unguardediy—

#Only say a word, Nell, and there will bs no
need for you to be & working man’s wife.”

But Nellie either did not or woull not see the
Irift of her cousin’s rash remark, and went on
Jemurely :

« 80 Mark bid me give you your pretty present
back, and tell you it was too grand for a poor
girl”

Willie's face flushed red.

¢ And do you mean to say you’ll do‘&‘? ” he
w8ked sharply.

Tue downwarl eyes glanced upwards to his
face,

+#No, I said I woulda't beeause though your
present was too good for me, I'd wear it now
anl again for sake of the kindness that made
you give it.”

« Even wlien you are Mark’s wife? "

Aud when Willle put the question the soft
eyes wavered in their glance, and a flush eame
to her cheek.g -

¢ Mother and Jessie like Mark,” she said in
guilefal evasion. * Me's steady and careful, and
has some mouey put by, so they talk of his
leaving '_’my lord, and taking & farm and———
AN ——

Her eonfidence stammered aud halted now,
and Willle filled up ber sentence.

« Marrying you aund settling down in a
home.”

«Somothing llke that, Willle; only I'm
.vot:ng yet, and it's time enow to think about
it

¢ And if another man came for you that my
aant and Jess liked as well as Mark, waat would
you do then, Nellle ?”

But Nullie instead of answerlag, looked from
his eager eyes back again to the glowing wood
fire.

# What would you do, Nellle?” he urged.

¢ There, I hear Jessie oalling,” she cried;
¢ she’il say I'm a sllly lass to stand hore talking
instead of goiug to bed.”

8he slid by him into the passage leading to
the stairs, bat he followed her swiftly, aad
caught her hands,

¢ You never kissel m for my present, Nell,”
he said. ¢ Will you kiss me now and say good-
night ¢’

She drew her hands from his and pushed him
from her, in haif-laughing denial.

« How dare you be so bold, Willle ?” she cried
a.ad then with flaet foot sho flad upstairs to Lhe’
shelter of her room.

1v.

December drifted tnto J. anuary, and still Wil
He Drayton said never a word of going back to
London, seeming but teo content Lo spend his
time in the society of h‘ cousin Nellie. Only

her wiotier and Jess, he kept telling himself,
Wore 0B Mark Wilton's aide; be had noparto;

concern in Nellie's unbiassed affeotions. So,
when the day’s work was done, he sat by her
in the glowlng fire light talking of London, until
the girl’s head grew dazzled with the notion
that to be the wife of Willie Drayton, and live
in the groat city where she might wear gold
bracelets, and display a showy silk without
word of comment, was to be almost, if not gnite,
a lady.

It was one thing to bs the head keeper's wife,
whom everyone called Mark, if they did not
call him Wilton; but it was another thing
to marry her cousin whom people always call-
ed Mr. Drayton, not daring to make too free
with so well-dressed and prosperous a gentle-
man.

Nellie's foolish head went rouad in those days,
when she dreamt dreams and saw visions, in a
way she marvelled at later, when the giamour
had faded.

Sho liked Willie’s blue eyes and chestnut halr,
his comely face and his town-bred ways, better
than the homely, honest lover who had nothing
in common with Willie's daudyism and fine
clothes and gold watch-chain, all of whieh wete
so many snares in the way of foolish Nellie
Drayton.

At first Nellie's flirtation was kept out of Wil-
ton’s ken, who cam< and went as usual, and
from whom she stole moments to be given,
when he was gone, to Willle Drayton. But as
her zest for Willie's society strengthened, she
grew careless and saucy to her old lover, aod
leaving him with her mother and Jessie for
eompany boldly went out of doors with her
cousin, and, in the short winter gloamiug, while
the clasp of the old love was warm oa her hand,
yielded her lips to the kisses of the;new.

«Nellle’s only a bit dazed with Willie's talk
aboat London,” Mrs. Drayton would say excus-
ingly, when she saw Wiiton’s look darken or his
brow lower at Nellie’s open defection.

But Wilton would answer nevsr & word of
complaint or reproach to mother or sister of the
girl he loved so well, Ouly, as time went on,
and Nolllie grew more heedless of his silent pa-
tience, or bis silent pain, he began coming less
frequently to the Qak farm, & proceeding which
very much disconcerted Miss Nellie, who was
well.pleased to sit as queen betweeun her two
admirers.

«“You're like to lose a good man with your
giddy-headed nonseuse, and [ dow’t believe you
care a pin for Will Diayton, ’ Jessie said to her,
warningly. «IVs only the folly of gold brace-
lets, and foolish bits of ribbon in your hair,
that’s lifuing you off your feet.”

For Nellie, not daring to wear Willie's brace-
lets every day, had taken instead to tic up her
pretty brown hair with ribbous of blue and rib-
bons of scariet, that Willie bought ia the village
for her adornment, and to which vanity of the
flesh Jessle scornfully alluded. Waereupon
Nollie laughed sauclly, and told Jesste she liked
Willie better than she liked Mark, to which
Jeaslie impolitely responded that il she did she
was & greater silly thaa she took h:r for,

« M ybe you'll take Mark yourself, when I'm
gone up to London to be a lady ?”’ Nellie sug-
gested in reprisal.

A lady 1" Jessie echoed in pitying derision.
«“A fine lady you'll be in a Londou lodging, liv-
ing on Will Drayton’s weekly wages, which, it's
my opinion, he can spend the bulk of on him-
self without a wife.”

Upon which Nellie walked out of the kitchen
to the dairy, with her head In the air, full of the
flattering notion that Jessie was jealous of her
coming gool fortune. But when Lhe cream was$
ohurned, and her deft little hands were busy
with the buiter, the memory of the old houest
love, on which she had leant from childhood,
came back to her regretfully, and stood beside
the gilded shadow of & passion less real and Jess

Yel, when evening came, and she strolled
into the farm kitchen after & walk with Willle
Drayton, wearing Willie’s ribbous in her haifh
and aknot of Willie’s buying at her throat, the
flitting regret had vanished, and tho light of the
new love shining in her msllow eyes of brow?d
had killed the light of the old.

As January closed in, Mark Wilton’s dropping
visits to the farm had ceased totally. At firsé

Mo, Drayton bemoaued hisabsence with Jessle, *
but grew reconciled, wion she saw Nellio 88~

taken up with her new lover and the notion &’
the finc-lady life she was to lead in Londo
when she was to have nothing to do, only 'f’
dress aad go oit with Wiliie wion his day”®
work was over. Drayton had no t.ue apprech"
tion of the pleasures of home, and fiiled N elile¥
head with the 1dea of theatres, and (.ris
Minstrels, and summer afternoons at Kow
Richmond, never pausing to think that (¥
salary he usualiy spent on his personnal enjoy”
ment, might not afford the sama delightful r¢
creations to two.

Looking at Willie's plciure of thuir town 1ife”

in its gilded setting, one cold February afternooh
while he was absent in the village, and hef
hands were busy washing up the cups after Lhe‘f
early tea, Nellle was startled out of her daf
dream by a shadow falling athwart the O oo
doorway. Giancing up she saw the stalw
figure of Mark Wilton entering the Kitche®
carrying hisgun in his hand, and bendibg
bead as she had seen him bund it many a U
under the low old-fashioned entrance. The &
let blood flew hot to Nellie’s cheek. v

“You frigatened me with that gun, Marks
she sald, 1n excuse for the tide whioi wouid 2
bo siayed, although the small plump h“‘l"g’u
bus:t't amougst the teacups, never falwered in t197 »
work.,

* There's no need to be frigutened,” 0@ "“nﬁ
“1¢% not loaded ; though for all that I suowid
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