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«BOYS AND GIRLS®

*A Little Child Shall Lead
Them.’
(By Laurence Brooke, in ‘Friendly Visitor.’)

. ‘Mummie, has father come home yet?
[ *‘No, dear.

' ‘T'se tired—oh, so tired and sleepy! My
head hurts me so when I move it, and I
can’t keep my eyes open. But I want .

to say ... good night . .. to father.’

The heavy eyelids drooped, and the weak
little voice trailed away into a weary sigh
of disappointment.

For a minute or two the little fellow lay
gtill, his breathing seeming to indicate that
he had dropped off to sleep. But it was not
go. Presently he opened his eyes again, and
fixed them gravely upon his mother’s anxi-
ous face. She was bending tenderly over
him, hanging upon every breath.

‘Mummie,s he said, as if he had been
puzzling over the question in his own mind,

' ‘“why does father leave us alone so much

now?

It was a home-thrust to poor Mrs. Mas-

ters, though the child little suspected it.
Her husband’s neglect was a sore and bit-
ter trouble to her, and weighed heavily
upon her at this time of acute anxiety.
‘Father has  many things to keep him

from home just now, Cyril, she answered,

evasively, as she pushed back the fair curls
from the hot, flushed face, and tried to
soothe the lad with endearing words. But
there were silent tears in her eyes as she did
80, and her heart throbbed with pain as she
thought of the evil paths into which her
husband had strayed.

The boy was only half satisfied. His un-
‘erring, childish instinet told him that there
wu something wrong, that the worn, dis-
‘tressed look which had settled upon his
mother’s face of late was not due solely to
tbe fact that he himself had been alling.
And in his innocent heart he prayed earn-
estly to God for the father whom he now

‘saw so seldom.

For some little time he continued to toss
restlessly upon the bed, moaning plaintive-
Iy as he sought in vain for repose; then
sleep overpowered him, and he sank into a
y‘egvy slumber., The anxious mother con-
tinued to watch by his side; jbut the tears,
which she had hitherta restrained for his
sake, were now raining down her pale
cheeks.

Poor Lucy Masters! Hers was, indeed, a
sad lot! There was 2 time when her hus-
band had been all in ail to her, when their
‘hearts beat as one. But he had turned
from the right way; evil companions had
corrupted him and led him astray. Worse
still, he had given way to ﬂﬂnk and, as it
Anvariably does, it had brought a blight
upon their once happy home. Poor Lucy
had often a ‘hard struggle to make both ends
‘meet, even to provide the mecessary com-
forts for dear little Cyril when he was
gtﬂakem down by nlnen

mr hudbmﬂ't natm too, had complete—
ly m’mee ‘he had fallen a victim to
~ vice, which was fast en-
chaining him, and dragging him lower and

lower. He, who formerly had been so.

bright and cheery, was now sullen and

~_ morose, neglecting her and thexr little oy,
frequently not retnmhg home until a late

hour at night. Ah! how often she-had sat
up and waited with trembling fear in her
heart for his coming! And whbat a pang
smote her when she heard his heavy, un-

certain step at last, and knew in what man-
ner he had been spending the evening!

Earnest, tearfully she had pleaded with
him; begged him, for her sake, for Cyril’s
sake,to break away from his evil associates,
and seek Qod’s grace to keep him from his
besetting sin. But he had resented it; an-
swered her curtly, almost roughly, and went
off in a temper. Gradually they had drifted
apart, until a gulf now seemed to separate
them.

To-night, as Lucy Masters sat there by
the bed-side of the sick child, she reviewed
the past with a sad and heavy heart, The
future she dared not contemplate. What if
their dear little Cyril should be taken from
them? What if the one remaining joy in

«their blighted home should be removed,
leaving it desolate and dreary?

She was aroused from these troubled re-
flections by the entrance of Dr. Hayward,
the physician who had been summoned to
attend Cyril. As he approached the bed,

and stood looking down at the sleeping er

-

she stole softly from the room, hurried
downstairs, and sought out her husband.

‘Eric, she said, in a mnervous, agitated
manner, ‘Dr. Hayward has just Deen here,
and he says Cyril is wonrse.

‘Pooh! Nonsense!” he replied, scarcely
glancing up from his desk. ‘Hayward is one
of thoge old fogeys who are always frighten-
ing people. There is nothing really wrong

‘with the boy—merely cne of those childish

complaints that pass off in a day or two.’

‘He is ill—dangerously ill.

‘Nothing of the kind!” he answered, turn-
ing over his papers. ‘A feverish cold, pro-
bably, or something of the sort. There is
not the least necessity to make a fuss about
L

Lucy's heart sank. She felt utterly help-
less to overcome this indifference. How
could she move him? How open his eyes to
the fact that their child’s life was in dan-
ger?

‘Bric,” said she, approaching a step near-
‘will you do one thing for me? Will

’

WITH A SOB OF REMORSE HE SAT UPON A CHAIR AND COVERED
HIS FACE WITH A TREMBLING HAND.

child, there was something in his face
which smote a sharp pang through the
mother’s heart.

He said nothing, but his hand sought the
soft little wrist under th® bed-clothes, and
when he withdrew it ¥gain his face was
even graver than pefore.

‘Is he worse, doctor?
even graver than before.

‘I am sorry to say he has lost ground a
littla since the morning,’ was the grave re-
ply. =

“You do not thimk there is d‘anzor lure—

oy 4

‘Not any lmmedlate dmgser, mwarod Dr
Hayward.  “The crisis will Scome before
morning—probably about five o'clock. It is
better not to Mnrb him now, but I will
look ln again later on; and if you notice
any chnnxe during the n!@ht sand for me
at once.'

‘whispered Lucy,

ﬁnt evening. Upstairs Lucy heard him
enter, and, as was his custom of late, go
straight towards his study. With a glance
at the child to see if he was still sleeping

‘Eric Masters aune homq onriar than umnl_

you just come upstairs, and judge for your-
self?

Something in her tones seemed to strike
him, and he glanced up quickly at her. For
the first time he noticed how white and
worn she looked. Nor did the troubled fear
in her eyes eacnpe him.

Without a word he pwhed back hls chah-.
and followed her from the room. It must
not be imagined that he did not love his
boy; indeed, before he had given way to
evil hnsblts. Cyril had been the idol of his
heart. But intemperance, among its many
pernicious results, offen warps the human
affections, and leav& a man cold callous,
selfish. Soee

As he 'entbrgd‘tho room upstairs Erie
Masters stole a glance at the bed, and
caught his breath with a quick, shuddering
gasp. One look was enough to convince
him that this was something more than a
mere childish ailment. The sleep in which

“the boy was lying at the moment was so

like the sleep of death that it struck a chill

despair to the father’s heart. And then, as

his eyes rested again upon his wife’s sad
e ;




