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“ But that for me is not enough,” he said
wearily, and she saw his face grow grey and pinched
in the shadow. * Mother, I have done her a cruel
and irreparable wrong. I cannot set her free,
though, God knows, I would gladly do so. What
do they mean by telling a man he is dying, by set-
ting a limit to his days, when they know no more
of life and death than the babe unborn? Itseems
to me that their boasted skill is of all farces the
most wretched and despicable.”

She sat silent, understanding and sympathising
with his passionate outburst, and yet unable to
utter a word of comfort. To her the situation
seemed most painful, and the outlook for the hap-
piness of her son and his wife most gloomy.

“ Mother, it unmans me to think of that bright
creature tied, if I live, to a wretched, broken-down
life, which can be but half a life at best. Oh, it
was most unnatural and cruel to bind her. Why
did nobody point out my selfishness? I saw it in
Clement’s face once, but he held h's peace. It
would have been better had they taken her away
where her sweet compassion would never have
been appealed to. Why did nobody speak ? It
was cruel ! cruel !”

“ My son, Evelyn was spoken to by Clement and
by others,” answered Lady Emily, quickly. “I
do assure you she was not coerced.  She married
you of her own will freely, and I do not think she
1s very unhappy. It is not as if she disliked or
despised you. She has always had a cousiniy
affection for you, William, and there are many mar-
riages happy enough in the main which are built
upon a less sure foundation.”

William Ayre only wearily shook his head.

“You say these things to comfort me, mother,
but the fact remains. Evelyn married me, believ-
ing that I had not many days, perhaps not many
hours, to live. The possibility that I might recover
never once suggested itself to her mind.”

“ And do you mean to say, William, that you
believe she will feel herself aggrieved ?”

“ She has the right to be. If she refuses to keep
the vows she took that day she has right upon her
side. She shall be absolutely free, but who is to
tell her this? God help me, I cannot.”

“ William, I do think you take a morbid view of
it,” his mother said, quickly.  “ Who has seemed
so anxious, who so devoted, during these weary
days as Kvelyn? So marked has her attention
been that Doctor Phillips spoke of it to me to-day,
and of the bappiness it would be to her to hear his
favourable verdict.”

“What you say is all true, but I see in it only the
natural outcome of a woman’s tender care for the
sick and dying. It is better that I should face the
true case manfully than shirk the issues which
sooner or later must be met,” he said with a kind
of impatience which betrayed the keenness of his
feelings. “ Mother, will you leave me for a little,
and see that T am not disturbed. I want to think
this matter out.  Above all, see that Evelyn does
not come here. Say I am asleep, or anything,
only keep her away.”

Lady Emily rose up with a heavy sigh, and with
a kiss left him to fight his silent battle. She
locked the door from without, and, slipping the key
in her pocket, went down to the drawing-room,
where she found Rachel waiting with visible
anxiety. .

« ] saw Doctor Phillips go some time ago,” she
said, quickly. ¢ What did he say to-day? I was
glad that Clement had kept Evelyn out of the way
while he was here.”

“ Have they not come back? I am glad of
it,” Lady Emily said, hurriedly, and then to
Rachel’s great amazement suddenly burst into
tears. It was very seldom, indeed, that the self-
possessed woman so gave way, and to Rachel’s
mind it had but one significance.

“ Dear Lady Emily, we have been long prepar-
ing for this, but it must always come as a shock,”
she said, tenderly. * There are many to help you
to bear your sorrow when it comes. It is a com-
mon sorrow to us all.”

“ Strange, is it not, that I should weep at what I
am glad of ?” said William Ayre’s mother, almost

We know that in Rachel

solemnly. “I am overwrought. I seem to have
utterly lost all my powers of self-control. And yet
I never needed them more, for therc is a crisis to
be faced, and it must be faced at once.”

She dashed the tears away from her eyes with
something of her old imperiousness, and sitting
up, looked straight into the grave, wondering face
of her sister-in-law,

“The physician’s verdict to-day is the reverse of
what we expected. He says my son will be re-
stored to health. It is a fearful complication,
Poor Evelyn! she does not know what is in store
for her.”

For one moment only Rachel did not speak ;
and then it was with a swift and ready smile.

“ What will vou say if I tell you I have been
preparing myself for this, that I have marked the
improvement, but feared to say anything lest your
hopes should be disappointed.”

“ And do you mean to say that it is no sorrow,
no disappointment, to you that your daughter will
be bound for life to a delicate husband ?”

“Why should it be? I see what lies heavy on
your heart, Lady Eiaily. You fear that Evelyn
will look at it from your standpoint. I think dif-
ferently, and I am her mother. I do not say that
at the present moment, perhaps, she entertains for
Will the love a wife should have, the love of which
you and I have known the sweetness and the
strength, but I do say that there is no reason why
it should not come.”

A light, like the strong, beautiful dawning ot a
new day shone upon Lady Emily’s face.

“ May God bless you, Rachel, for ever and ever.
It has been your happy privilege to be a blessing
to many, but I question if you have ever so direct-
ly blessed a human soul as you have done to-day.
If I could only believe you—oh, what a future I
might look forward to, what hopes might blossom
in my heart for my son and daughter. God grant
that there may be truth in what you say.”

“I am sure of it,” repeated Rachel, with that
gentleness which was part of herself. ¢ Have you
been with Will? Has he any idea of this, or were
you afraid to tell him.”

“T have told him. He is in the depths of de-
spair, Rachel. He thinks he has blighted Evelyn’s
life. It will need a great deal to reassure him. I
believe,” she added, with a quivering smile, “ that
the poor boy would die if he knew how. There
would be something comical in it if it were not so
intensely solemn and pathetic.”

“ Will you allow me to go to him now, before
Evelyn returns ?” asked Rachel. ¢ Evelyn herself
shall reassure him, but I shall pave the way. He
used to put great faith in what I said. I must put
his faith to the test to-night.”

“ Ay do. He believes in you, and reverences
you above all women,” said Lady Emily ; and as

“she rose up, she laid her hand on her sister-in-law’s

shoulder, and for a moment they looked at each
other in silence. “ There have been many strange
passages between you and me, Rachel,” Lady
Emily said. “Sometimes I look at you in simple
wonder, asking myself wherein you differ from other
women. The relations between us are not of an
ordinary kind. We must either love each other
with no ordinary love, or the reverse. My heart
has gone out to you as it never went out to a living
woman before. Do you forgive me? No, I will
have no evasion. Tell me so with these lips which
have never lied.”

“T forgive you, since you will have your pound
of flesh,” said Rachel, with a sunny smile, and
then the lips of these two women met for the first
time in a kiss of peace—a kiss which Dblotted out
the past, and was an earnest of sweeter, brighter,
happier days to come.

CHAPTER XXXVI.——HUspaND AND WIFE.

“That has done you all the good in the world,
Evy. I must come and take you out every morn-
lng.”

“It has done me good. I feel like a new
creature, and Caliph has carried me splendidly,
though Will seemed rather nervous. Just stand
still 2 moment, Clem, and let us admire this pros-
pect. Isn't it glorious ?”



