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THE MISSING BOAT.

A group of ruddy, good featured,
strong built men were gathered one
stormy forenocon of late December in
front of a cottar’s barn near the crest of
a long steep incline,whence an unbroken
view of the snow-clad country south-

- wards could be had for a distance of
nearly thirly miles, till boundec by =
chain of hills forming a natural separa-
tion between Caithness and Sutherland.

Here a straggling cluster of unpreten-
tious houses, large and small, old and
new, mostly of the cheaper description,
and of hard,blue whinstone, constituted
the village; though other cotter stead-

during which they appear to bz eagaged
with it, and soon again they raise sail
and appear to be returning home. They
are moving more slowly,
parently from the drag of the inverted
boat, which they seem to be towing be-
hind them, and they are bearing some
points to the north, asif to get the wind
full in their sails to reach shore before
nightfall. i Wi | 1 ¢ Kpicos - C ; i

Gradually they verge northwards till e @ s e T ; New Clivese i ; e »“ sl L Eexofy ‘5
they pass out of sight of the young ; ; J : : y
watcher at the window, whose brief
lived interest vanishes, her head drco;s
again upon her hands, and she subsides
intn the same tearless apathy and indil-
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The men were on the lee side of the
barn, sheltered from the furious nor’
easter that was carrying clouds of whirl-
ing snow in its fitful grasp and raising
spotless banks and buttresses in all di-

rections, across rcadways and against
wall of houses.

Round about their feet a flock of spar-
rows were merrily picking up the oat-
grains that flew out through the upper
half of the barn door from under the
cheersome and steady stroke of the flail;
while outside their circle a shy robin
hovered, as if doubtful about mingling
himself with the mebile vulgus of his
feathered tribe.

They were gazing towards the foam-
flecked sea, near where the Noss Head
lighthouse on its long promontory
bounded the opening of the bay into the
German ocean.

One was looking through a telescope
resting on the shoulder of another man,
from which, after a time, removing his
eye, he handed his glass to another of
the group remarking :

“I canna mak’ oot onything, boy.
Sometimes I think there’s a black speck
topping the waves, gnd then it's lost in
the billows. Ye have younger eyes
maybe ye’ll see better. A wild sea to
be sure, for anybody to be out on.”

The younger now in turn rested
the glass on the shoulder of another and
then peered long and silently through
till at legth an ejaculation escaped him.

‘No doubt about it; there’s something
there! A black speck, as Donald says,
1 can make it out clearly; whiles it’s lost
but always come up again. I much mis-
doubt but it’s the boat,and the last we’ll
see of the puir fellows. Except that’s
her, keel up.’

One after another now peered eagerly
through the glass, and each in turn con-
firmed the impression of the preceding
one.

The boat in question, it appeared had
gone out fishing the day previous, and
had probably been caught in the storm
and dismantled, as nothing was heard
of her since.

And now the news ascertained
through the telescope, and apparently
confirmatory of previous impressions,
spread rapidly through the village. and
three families mourned their loss; one
of two bread-winners, father and son;
another of a son; the third, a young
widow, the loss of her one week wed-
ded husband. But still, the grief
which overwhelmed them was mingled
with a faint element of doubt.

Nothing was certain. All might yet
perhaps turn out well. The boat might
have been driven to take refugein some
distant port, not an unusual occurrence.
It was but the straw to the drowning
man, and against it was the dark omin-
ous speck on the waters. No ordinary
fishing boat could live there long.

The day passed gradually by. The
dark speck still kept riding upon the
waves near where 1t had been seen, but
hopes could not be verified, as no boat
could venture out in such a sea.

Still the drift whirled wildly through
the air, more wildly, if anything, than
ever, deepened upen the ground, and
all day long groups of people succeeded
each other in sheltered places to gaze
and gaze again seawards ; individuals
came to their doors toscan vainly the
object that kept rising and falling near
the horizon line, and which seemed to
realize their worst forebodings ; and
night closed down over the village and
grief-stricken families, and still the
same element of doubt mingled with
their despair.

Next morning a bright, warm sun
rose up over the white landscape, and
all the wild fury of yesterday had given
place to peace and quietude.

Before the window of a neat and
tastefully kept cottage sat a buxom
rosy-cheeked girl, the young bride of a
week, whose husband was among the
missing.

Her head was buried in her hauds in
attitude of deep grief, and she seemed
all unconscious of the cheerful landscape
outside, of the robin that carrolled his
merry song on the roof-sdge, of the
warm sun that streamed through the
polished glass over the flowering gera-
niums beside her and on to the back of
the greau glossy cat that sat purring
contentedly on the hearth in front of
the glowing peat fire. She seemed un-
conscious too, of the kindly neighbor
woman who had come in for company,
and who maintained a silence too deli-
cate to intrude upon the exclusiveness
of her sorrow.

After a long stillness, broken only by
the purring of the cat and measured
beat of the clock on the~wantelpiece, a
soft utterance of the neighber-woman
caused the girl suddenly to raise her
head and look out through the window
in the same direction in which the other
was already looking, as at some object
of deep and growing interest, and pre-
sently her look of apathy gave place to
one of absorbing concern.

8he was looking seawards as if she
would fain probe the mystery of the
treacherous ocean depths.

Two boats appeared cutting across the
bay with the land breeze full in their
sails towards a point some miles to the
north where the object had been seen
yesterday floating on the water; and on
looking clasely this object still appeared
in the line with the boats, like a speck
near the horizon rim. From the window
groups of villiagers were visable watch-

ing the boats, all witheager interest.

The mystery of the floating object
was now to be set at rest.

Interest increases as the time passes
and the boats draw nearer to the goal,
and intensifies as they seemed to have
reached it and lower sail. ¥

Then there is a periol of suspense

ference.

The brief winter sun of that northern
country is sloping towards the horizon
as the boats approach a narrow sandy
creek or cleft in the wild,
coast, some distance north of the village
towards which there has been a grea-
move of the villagers to meet them.

The nearer the boats came the more
the peogle are puzzled to account for
the pulished-looking surface of the ob-
ject in tow, upon which the sun con-
tinues glancing as upon a mirror.

At length they enter the creek and
slowly ground upon the beach, towing
the object after them amid the unbound
od astonishiaeni of the spectators, who
presently are clamering up acd over
the polished ebony surface of a huge
dead whale of over sixty feet in length.

Such was the explanation of the ap-
parently inverted buat, and the fate of
the real boat still remained a mystery.

The commotion in the village from
the returning crowd woke the girl again
from her apathy, as she drew near her
doorway to learn as she expected the
worst confirmation of her fears.

The tidings were soon conveyed to
her, but awaked little or no hope or
interest.

The time elapsed was too long now
to admit that.

Jost then the sunwas tipping the
hills iu a crimson glory as he descended
to his rest, and his influence seemed to
diffuse itself over the gir) asshe invol-
untarily stood still in” her doorway to
gaze toward him,

Figures in her line of vision fseemed
to mingle themselves in a mirage, or
were growing near.

rockbound

#Her thoughts were elsewhere, and
she was but dimly conscious of what
she saw.

Unobserved, a figure,outlined against
the sunset, was advancing azcross the
fields and growing rapidly upon her
vision, till, with a sudden start, she
found her attention unconsciously
caught and arrested by it.

The figure, that of a stalwart young
man, was by this time ascending the in-
cline towards the village. The nearer
he came the more intense grew the in-
terest of the watcher till her breath
seemed to stand still with suspense.

A fluttering of a handkerchief, and in
an instant she was flying towards him,
and the meeting between husband and
wife is such as might be supposed after
one week of wedded happiness, and
when he had returned, as it were, from
the dead—a meeting which i3 best left
to the imagination of the reader.

It seemed the boat had been forced to
drive before the storm, and had been
swept around by the Penthland Firth,
with its boiling tide, till she got into the
lee shore off the west coast of Scotland
and had then managed to get safely into
one of the ports of Sutherlandshire—at
a time when there were no telegraphs
or railways in the region.

Thence the bearer of the tidings had
at once set off on foot to relieve the ter-
rible anxiety of his young wife and of
the other families, while the rest of the
crew remained with the boat to bring
her round as soon as the wind favored.
g There was feasting and rejoicing that
night in the village over the safety of
the lost ones, and the metamorphosia\of
the seeming ill-emen that had brought
g0 much added grief for a time into an
unexpected windfall of good fortune in
the shape of the large profits from the
oil and whalebone embodied the
eviathan,
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