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Her dreams were
nightmaresand
through them
threaded the little
voice of achild lost
in the darkness.

NE or two stars, tiny and remote,

O appeared silently in the high,
pale green sky that arched in-

finitely over the level marshes, stretching as
far as the eye could see until marsh and sky
met and fused with a silver thread that was
the Atlantic on the horizon. A belated
gull wheeled in the still twilight, and-once

By ALICE-MARY
SCHNIRRING

cried harshly. The stiff grasses whispered
tentatively and then were silent; as the first
movement of the sunset breeze gently re-
minded them that darkness, the enveloping
darkness of the blacked-out Atlantic coast,
was imminent.

The artist had put down her brushes a
good half-hour since; now, with a sigh, she
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stirred, - shook herself impatiently and
briskly, and with an'almost cheerful alacrity
made an untidy bundle of her easel, brushes

and camp stool. Carefully carrying her still

damp canvas, and clutching the impossible
bundle, she began to pick her way home-
ward across the marsh.

Suddenly, with an exclamation, she
stopped- short; then, dropping the’ bundle
and canvas with aqual disregard, she bent
over a little huddled figure on the damp
ground.

It was a little girl, soaking wet and

shivering. Her little bare feet were blue

with cold; over a torn cotton nightgown;
small blue hands clutched a blasket, sod-
~dén*withi~Sea*wait¢t; F6 the scrawny liftle
breast. With a wordless cry of pity, the
,artist dropped to her knees beside the child,
.who, in complete silence, regarded her with
enormots blue eyes set in a white, pmched
face.
. "You poor little lamb,” crooncd the girl,
half-sobbing, as with an infinitcly quick
and graceful swoop she gathered the
pathetic little wet huddle into her arms
and rocked it there. “How did you get
-here, darling? What are your peoplc think-
ing of—or—2?"

A tiny thread of voice came from the
blue lips. "Is it all right to talk now?” it
said.. "They won't hear us?” ’

Nobody will hear you but Marion, dar-
ling,”
face. "Marion will take care of you;
thcres nothing. to be frightened about
now.”

“I'm cold,”
plaxmngly, but as one who states a rather
unmterestmg fact.

“We're going to ‘get you all nice and
warm, right away,” said Marion, firmly;
and, cradling the child in her arms, set off
without delay across the darkemng marshes
to her. cottage. Forgotten her painters’
toys lay unregarded in the grass behind
her.

_ head and gravely regarded hér.
“dénly—her first change of expressmn—she

she murmurcd kissing the cold little *

said the little. voice; not com-

A 'HOT bath, old woolly pajamas of
). Marion’s (ludicrously rolled up in the
arms and legs), and a bowl of soup stopped
the shivering. At least, the child was no
longer shivering, but Marion was—inside
—at the appalling emaciation that the hot
bath had revealed. Although she was eino-
tional, Marion had plenty of common-
sense; and, except for a gentle question that
had elicited the.baby's name—Moira—:she
had kept up a cheerful, soothing mono-
logue that comforted the little thing and
made no demands on her. Tucked up in
Marion’s bed, her fawn-brown hair lying
like floss on the pillow, Moira turned her
Then, sud-

threw Marion a flecting, enchanting smile.
It was gone almost as soon as it had come,
but it transformed the pointed little face,
lending it the illusion qf bztby rounded’
checks and  unshadowed eyes; and
wrenched at Marion’s heart like 2 clawmg
hand.

"How did you get out on the marsh,
darling lamb?"* Marion asked softly, bend-
ing over the little form almost lost in the
bed.

Moira's mouth drooped; her eyes stared
hopelessly at the gitl, as if searching in
darkness, as she whlspered “I was lost—
looking for the others.”

An alarm bell ‘sounded in Marion’s
mind.” “What others, Moira, baby’ Your
mommy and daddy?”

‘The little head moved in negatlon on the
pillow. “The others—like me—the <chil-
dren. Tommy, and Dérek—and Betsy. . . ."”

“Were they on the marsh with you, dar-
ling?” "Marion, for a frantic second,
thought with horror of other children in
the black night, lost on the marsh; but the
baby's next words removed that fear, to
replace it with a more dreadful one.

“No—in the boat. Tommy—Tommy
took cate of me. I want Tommy! I want

" him now!” and to Marion's utter consterna-
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tion, big. tears rolled down the little face;
tears that were the more appalling because
‘there was no accompaniment of sobs.

She had recourse.again to the ancient
comfort of cradling arms, and as she
crooned and babbled reassurances the
‘veined eyelids fell at last over the tear-dark
eyes, and the last tears dried on-the pitiful
sunken little cheeks. Marion kissed the

child, and put her gently down on the bed,
and covered her up to the chin; noting,

with a pang, how cold the cheek still felt
to her touch.

Toward morning, Marion herself fell
into 2 restless sleep, twisted uncomfortably

in the armchair beside the old-fashioned oil .

stove:

Her dreams were nightmares; and
through them threaded the little wailing
-voice of a child lost in the darkness. In
the chilly hour before dawn, she woke with
a start. In her ears echoed a little voice,
saying, in a cry of pure delight, “Tommy!”
and, completely awake in a second, she
turned toward the bed, a smile forming on
her llPS

"And the bed was empty.

All that day, long after. darkness had
made-mockery of her search, she roamed
the salt marshes, mile on fnile, calling
Moira by name; crying little loving names
to the endless undulations of the marsh-
grasses, until her voice was only a whisper.
At last, stumbling with exhaustion, she

went home, and a drugged sleep took her’

thoughts and twisted them into formless
. horrors. She woke finally, feeling bruised
and-leaden; noted without interest that the
stove was cold and the oil tin empty, and
wearily realized that she would have to go
to the village for more.
on the road to the village; an unusual thing,
but it made no impression on her apathy.
Once, she stopped, and was about to turn

She met no one”

back to the marshes; then the thought
struck her that if she found Moira—no,
no; when she found  Moira—she would
need oil to cook with, and to warm the
cottage so she humed on again, stumbling’
in her haste.

AT THE .outskirts of the village, it did .
> impinge on her consciousness that the -
streets were: unusually deserted; but she
brushed aside the faint stirring of curiosity,
and went on, breaking into a clumsy fun
occasionally. Her objective was the wharf,
where Mr. Elkins® General Stote sold milk,
bread, dry goods and oil—oil for the stove
to warm Moira, oil to warm chicken broth
for Moira.

As she rieared the wharf, the explananon
of the deserted village became obvious, had
she cated. ‘The whole population of Fleet-
port was clustered like 2 swarm of bees on
the whacf, and an ominous sound, wordless
and menacing, rose from them, as they
pressed - close around something hidden
from Marion’s sight.

The alarm bell rang again in her clouded.
mind; loudly, warningly. Acting on an
impulse which, not then nor ever after,
could she explain, shé silently and fiercely
pushed a way through the crowd, uatil, at
the water’s edge, she stopped short.

Rising and falling gently on the quiet
rock of the tide was a battered, sea-scarred
lifeboat. In it, like Jittle worn-out toys,
were four small bodies. They looked like
very young dead birds; poor little mouths
open, yellowed skin stretched taut on tiny
bones. Two of them lay in the bottom of
the boat, covered with a tattered sailor's
peajacket; and in the bow, heads pillowed
on a life-preserver, a little brown-haired
baby girl lay in the arms of a litile boy,.
about eight years old.

Betsy and Derek, Tommy . . . and Moira. )




