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The Storyteller

AUNT NORINE’'S PRAYER-BOOK

1.

‘' And to my dearly beloved niece and goddaughter,
Marian Morton, T leave my old prayer-hook—*' St. Vin-
cenl’s Manual '—tbat has given me comiort and help in
my sorrow for fifty years; asking that she will some-
times make the Stations of the Cross for my depar-
ted soul.’ .

A faint but irrepressible smile flickered aroumd the
grave group of mourners as the dry voice of Lawyer
Banning read out these words.

Mrs. Marian Morton's face flushed slightly, but she
gave no other sign. Aunt Norine had been cruelly dis-
appointed in ‘her, she knew—disappointed by her mixed
maxriage, her careless, 1ndifieremt tife, the 1rreligicus
oducation of her children; but she had expected no
such stinging publie rebuke as this. Iler old prayer-
hook—Aunt Norine's odd prayer-book—to her, when she
had not beem within a church for half a dozen years !
Legacies, memorials, beguests 1o all the other nieces
and nephews ; and to her, whu had once been the best
beloved of all, only this!

But fhe pride which had always DLeen hor bitter
strength helped Marian Morton to sit calm and unmoved,
save for the rising flush on her cheek, while the final
terms of the rich Miss Norine Parker’s will were read
aloud 1o the mourners, listening with 1ll-comcealed
eagerness, .

¢ And all the residue of my estale, not otherwise
given or begueathed, I leave in trust to the pastor of
5t. Margaret’s Church, to be held for the term of ten
yvears, when, with all rentals and inlerest accruing
therefrom, said residue shall be used for the erection of
am Orphan’s Home in St. Margaret’s parish.”

The words fell like a chill upon the breathless lis-
teners. Parker's Ilill, with all ifs fair outsianding
land, {o become an Orphan’'s Home, when at least five-
and-thirty of Aunt Norine's bloed bin had been in  a
state of hopeful expectancy for the last forty-cight
hours ' But there were none 1o dispute Aunt Norine's
will in death, as there had heen none o defy it m Lo,
pone but the dark-hatred woman who had broken pas-
sionately away from her hold and rule fifteen  yoars
agd, and to whom the prayer-book had been left lo-day

Aunt Nerine had heen calm and clear-lcaded to {he
last, as everyone knew. Parker's Farm, with 1its wude,
well-tilled acres stretching down to the willow-girdled
river, ils ‘ great house ' with 1is polished  floors  wnd
ghtterning windows, ils silver and china and linen pires-
ses attesting to 1ls old mistress’ watchful care, bore
wilness thal diss Norine's * faeully ' had never failoed
Wag not the pantry key under her pillow, {he spoons
coambed by her hedside, her silver hair wrapped careful-
ly in its buchle curvl-papers, on the very nicht she had
heen found, with her worn rosary clasped 1n hier with-
credk fingers, placully sleeping her last sheep

Yeb, though Aunt Norine had proved her lawful right
ta have her will and way unto ihe end, gossiping ton-
guos were husy that evening as the mourners scallcred
over the sunset Iills; and the prospective Orphans’
Home meceived scant approval even from the most chari-
table.

¢ It's her own flesh and blood she might hase thowght
of first,’ said Cousin Jane Parker sharply. ' There's
my own Mary Ann  drydging away in the Litchem—she
that would be made ovulij;(ight hy the few years' school-
ing a mite of that sane
given hert’ ‘

tAnd our Ilenry, with his weak back amd lame Jog—
it would have been nothing more than Christian charity
io giwe a bit of a Mt fo him iostead of strangers
that she will never see,] sald Mrs. Almua Brown, bit-
terly.

‘IIem ! an Orphans'|Home '’ growled Uncle Josiah
Gwynn. ‘' It's easy scel who was at the botfom  of
that Priest and parsoq are all alike. Once they get
the grip of a poor dyiud inol’s pursesstrings, blopd and
kin may starve on all ¥at’s left. Norine IParker may
have heen queer and sef in her ways, but she was a
kind woman at heart It was a hand blow her dead
hand gave Marian Morisn this day, and the pricet was
behind i{ sure.’

‘1 beg vour parden! ’ said a quick, crisp voice, and
fittle Lawyer Banning, yho was making his brick wav to
the evening train, brokd sharply into the conversation.
¢ Thowgh it isn’t in 1hd Line of business, I really must
put int & disclaimer hep. T can assure you all thal
Father Motris was as ffnorant of the terms of the will

Orphans’ Ilome would have

asyany of you. 1t was drawn up three years ago, be-
fore he became pastor of St, Margaret’s ; and he is
both surprised and troubled at the responsibility placed
upon him.’ .

But while all other tongues were thus busily discus-
sing the event of the day, one womean was walking
homeward without word or sign of the fierce storm
raging in her breast. She lheld her legacy in a re-
luctant hand—ihe old brown prayer-ook,“with its silver
corners, its graven clasp. Iis touch seemed to sting
her like a serpent’s fang.

Pride, anger, disappointment, mortification, remorse,
swelled the  Lewpest of passion 1n ber heart, Some-
thing in Aunt Norine’s manner al their last mecting
had led her to think, to hope, that the past had beem
forgiven, that the old woman’s heart had softened to
her wanderimg, wayward child of long ago. The old
brown prayer-book seemed a lideous mockery of her
hopes and dreams. She felt she hated it—hated it and
her, the dead womwan who had given her ilus cruel,
pitaless public blow., TFor all kmew the sore need in
which she stood, despite her defiant strength ; all
knew that the man she had married against Aunv
Norine's will lay crippled and helpless ; that the gaunt
woll of powerty stood at the door of her home.

For a moment ste stvod at the hend of the river,
almost yielding to the ampry 1mpulse io fiilng her legacy
into the biue depths Dbencath. But she could not—ik
scemed ag if she darpgd mot; even now the old prayer-
ook was a holy thing to her. She knew 1is sitory ; she
had heard it from  Aunt Nornne's lips 1n those far-oft
days when she had leamned forgoiten lessoms of faith,
hope, and love at her lnee.

The old ook bad heen the gift of ome whose early
death had changed the world io Aunt Norine; whose
betrothial ring hafl bouwnd lLer as faithfully as the wun-
spoken matriage vow ; [lor whom she had made the Way
of the Cross daily for ity wmpears. She oould not fiing
Aumt Norine's prayer-hook away , bul her husbhend must
not see, must mot hear of it. 1t would rouse him into
denmiomaac fury, she hnew. Hurrymg home, she thrust
it wmio an old burcauw drawer, out of sight, out of
reach, ont of memory—as she bitteriy resolved—forever.

iI.

‘Push me closer to the window, mother, so 1T can
breathe. ¥t is so hot, so close, so crewded here ! All
last night I was dreamung of the woods and the fields,
and the river. I i{hought T heard the plash of 1he
water umder the old willows. Oh, how cepl and green
they lookend after these hieh brich walls '

And the speaber, a frail girl of seventeen, looked
wearlly out on tbe unlmvely  rows of cmmuneys  and
housetops hlnrnmg the blasing st1etch of the August sky.

CWe will take a day on the boat when you are bet-
ter, Muly,” answered e mother, wlose vaunl, haggard
face was sadly changed from thal of  the Marian Mor-
ton of oid

The Jast seven vears had been a sore struggle. Her
hushand had  died, amd she had come with Mully and
ithe Dittle hovs  to this great laclory lown for work,
But msfortames hal followed hor thich and fast.  The
nitlis had shut down, and Milly's health ad given way.
Now the c¢hmildien were vunniing wikl m the court  of
the crowded tenement house, while up in the close little
room under the reof she and Peath were maling a fight
for Ter darling’s hie.

“ When I'm better ' ' the girl repcaled sadly. ‘Do
you 1nk that I'll ever be better, mother dear ¥ What
did the doclor sayv last maht

And she Lfted her hellow, wastful eyes 1o her mo-
ther's face.

‘ That this weather was hard on you, Milly.!

f Yos, amndl that 1 was lailing fast? the girl con-
trinwed. © I hweard him—{the poor doctor 15 not too care-
ful sn his speech That means 1 am dywg, mother.’

“Ng, no, no, my Milly I '—the words came with a
hoarse, passionate sob. Don't say that, darling ! ‘You
are only weak and a1l and discouraged . Don't let the
doctor's carcless womnls frighten you, dear’

¢ I—I ean’t help 1t,” answered lbhe gill, wilh a shiver.
“When I think of it, mother—the awful darkness, the
biank 1o which 1 cannotl secd  Dying ' What does
dyinm mean ? Where do we go, what do we find ? If
I only knew—if I only hnew !’

¢ Miily, darling, don't Lalk, don’t think Like that !’
pleaded the wreiched mother.

T must, I must ' We never went to church  or
Sunday-school, because, T suppose, papa znd  you didn't
azrec which ways right Tt has heen such hard work to
live that we never thought of what 1t was—to die. Bug
now, mother, I'd like to know somcthing, to helieve
something ;. to feel there was some One to pity, to care
for me, in this sirange darkness, where I must go all
alone—all alone '’
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