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" Oh, many a shaft at random sent,



Finds mark the archer little meant ;



And many a word at random spoken



May soothe or wound a heart that's broken. "
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Chapter
1


IT was the evening of Christmas Day. The hymn of " Peace upon
earth, good-will towards men", had been chanted by thousands of
voices throughout the land, from the grand cathedral- choir to the
simple singers of the village church. Charity had extended her
munificent hand to the poor and needy, lighting up smiles on many a
care-worn face. Hospitality welcomed the good, the beautiful, and
the great to the lordly mansions of the rich. Love and Peace sat
enthroned in many a happy home.



Poverty, shivering at the present, was consoled by the glowing
figure of Hope, pointing with radiant eyes to the future. Memory
and Sorrow lingered around the grave of many a departed one ; but
of all mourners they were the saddest who were estranged from those
they still loved. Yes, amid the pain, the sorrow, the suffering of
life, their hearts were the heaviest; for (to use the oft-quoted
words of the poet) " to be wroth with those we love, doth work like
madness in the brain;" and this hallowed season speaks strongest to
our kindest feelings, and to the tenderness of our better nature.



A train had stopped at a rough little village station about thirty
miles from town, and a few country people, on their way home,
leaned over the bridge above to admire the enormous red eyes of the
monster as it moved slowly on through a deep cutting crowned with
dark firs. They lingered yet a moment longer, to mark whom it had
borne from the great city to their quiet village. A beautiful girl
of fifteen, glowing with health and exercise, accompanied by two
fine, rough-looking dogs, rushed down to meet her playfellows and
friends. She was breathless with joy, and with her race over the
heath ; but her merry laugh and warm greeting sounded pleasantly
enough as the noise of the train died away in the distance.



A lady, wrapped in a warm plaid, who had been anxiously waiting for
some time, took the arm of her husband, with a few low words of
delighted welcome, and they walked briskly away. The dogs of the
younger party barked with glee were patted and caressed. One look
at the dear heath and at the hills beyond, with a thrill of delight
at the thoughts of a long ramble over them on the morrow, and the
ponies were mounted, the dogs whistled to, and away flew the happy
trio to the home-welcome, to the dear old hall, to all the joy of a
Christmas meeting.



Only two other passengers appeared, winding up the pathway a
gentleman of tall and commanding aspect, and a buxom, brisk-footed
countrywoman, wrapped in her scarlet cloak, who passed him with a
low curtsey and cheerful good night. She was thinking of the bright
fireside, of the dear little faces round it anxiously awaiting her
return, and of the enormous amount of joy contained in that wicker
basket. An event of great marvel and wonderment is a poor woman's
visit to her friends in town, and she is ever in a tearful state of
ecstasy and excitement on reaching home again; all of which becomes
a matter of grave family history in the lowly household, and is
recounted on many an occasion to eager and attentive hearers.



She quickly disappeared up a winding path cut through the furze and
heather, evidently leading to a low-roofed cottage on the skirts of
a fir-wood. Lights twinkled in the casement, and joyful voices were
soon heard approaching to meet and welcome her. The road was, now
perfectly solitary. A few deep-red clouds still hung over the west,
and here and there a large bright star shone silently through the
sharp, pure air. Dogs bayed in the distance; the sound came very
pleasantly over the heather through the rough old pines.



The gentleman walked briskly on, and lights began to appear in the
valley beneath. He stopped as the merry notes of a flageolet struck
his ear, proceeding from a cottage by the roadside. The blaze of a
wood fire within illumined the little rustic porch and neat garden.
Bright branches of glistening holly shone in the tiny casement. The
tune ceased, and was followed by a light-hearted laugh and the
sound of young voices.



" How happy they seem !" said he. " It is such scenes as these
which make the country so delightful, so cheering to sense and
spirit !"



And yet he sighed heavily as he walked on ; and passing through an
avenue of fir and larch leading to one of the prettiest and most
picturesque cottages in the world, he paused when he reached the
garden-gate. It seemed, too, a dear, quiet, sweet- smelling home.
Lights shone from more than one of the windows; and more than one
bright young face might be seen, by the gleam of its golden hair,
flitting about in the uncertain light. A sweet young voice singing
as sweet a tune ceased, as all young voices do, suddenly, when the
bell rang out its summons, and a brisk, rosy little maid appeared,
lantern and key in hand, to admit the traveller, and guide him
through the long shadow of the firs to the house. A favourite dog
bounded to meet and gambol round him with unrepressed joy. The
children clustered into the porch to say, timidly, " How do you do
?" and hold out their little hands to shake ; while their mother,
advancing with a kindly greeting, expressed her pleasure at his
return. Even the maid looked pleased and happy to see him. But yet
it was not his home.
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