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"AND I hope, Elsie, you will be careful, all the while you are gone,
not to soil your hands."

They stood together in the hall, Elsie Burton and her pastor; he had
held out his hand to bid her good-by, and added these words which
brought a puzzled look to her eyes, and a rich glow of color to her
cheeks.

What could Dr. Falconer mean? Elsie glanced swiftly down at her
delicate, gracefully shaped hands, and then back to his face; he was
not laughing; although there was a smile on his face, it was backed by
an earnest gleam in his eyes that meant business. It was not probable
that he was trying to rally her a little on the exquisite care which
she took of those same hands, always managing to keep them in a state
of dainty cleanliness, with the shapely nails of just the right length.
No, that was simply absurd! In the first place, all respectable people
took as good care of their hands as circumstances would admit, of
course; and, in the second place, Dr. Falconer was not the man to rally
people in regard to personal habits; he was too intensely in earnest
for that, unless, indeed, there was some important end to be gained.

Could he possibly mean to refer to the fact that she took out her
handkerchief, and carefully rubbed her hand, last Sabbath, after Teddy
Reilly had held it! But there was certainly excuse for that; poor
little Teddy's hand was so exceedingly dirty that it left its stain on
the fair skin, and it was unnecessary, and therefore foolish, to draw
on her delicate kid gloves over the brown marks, when a few passes of
her handkerchief would efface them! She had waited until little Teddy
was fairly out of sight; she would not have wounded his loving heart,
nor indeed have missed the caressing from his dirty hand, for a great
deal. Dr. Falconer certainly could not mean that.

She decided for frankness, as Elsie Burton was very apt to do. "Dr.
Falconer, I don't in the least understand you; all people are careful
of their hands, not to soil them more than is necessary in getting
through this dirty world." The sentence closed with a little laugh, but
the great bright eyes, fixed questioningly on his face, showed that
Elsie was honestly in pursuit of light.

"Do you think so?" he said, and his voice was grave. "On the contrary,
I think people are almost more careless of their hands than of any
other organ which they possess. And hands soil readily, and are not
easy to cleanse. Let me bring you a little book I have been reading;
the marked passages in it will show you what I mean, and how I came to
suggest my caution to you. I must not detain you longer, or you may
miss your train. I have to call at the depot this morning, and I will
give you the book there. I hope you will have a happy visit, and be the
means of doing an incalculable amount of good."

"Oh! I shall not have much opportunity for doing either good or evil,
Dr. Falconer; I am not going to be gone long enough. You know I have
but a week's vacation."

"And you think a week not long enough to accomplish much! I see I shall
have to mark another passage in my little book. Be sure to read the
marked portion."

And then he was gone, and Elsie Burton went hurriedly about the final
preparations for her journey. "Clean hands!" she repeated with a
curious smile, as, having given the final touches to her brown hair,
she applied the sweet-smelling soap lavishly, making a fine white foam
in which to lave them. "I wonder what Dr. Falconer is aiming at! If he
had told me to guard my tongue, I should have understood him without
difficulty; but if there is anything about me that gets taken care of,
I'm sure it is my hands." Whereupon she gave them an extra dash of
fresh water.

Fairly seated in the East-bound express, shawl-strap and hand-satchel
tucked away behind their proper lattice, herself by no means tucked
into the corner, but spread out as luxuriously as a young lady of
eighteen or so knows how to arrange, Elsie Burton had leisure to draw a
long breath of satisfaction and look about her. The last few days had
been so full of the bustle of preparation, combined with the closing
hours of school, that she had had little leisure for anything. Now for
the long-promised holiday week at Uncle Leonard's. Elsie Burton had few
fittings from the home nest to remember. Indeed I may say that she was
one of those fortunate young ladies who had never, until that time,
been on the cars without either mother or father. A sweet, sheltered,
happy life she had led, and a sweet, bright girl was she. Occasionally
a little restless flutter had shown the mother-bird that her nestling
longed to try her wings alone; hence this visit, promised and planned.
And Elsie, curled comfortably in her seat, with the seat before her
turned to receive her lunch basket and any stray apples or papers that
she might purchase, felt that she was a little school girl no longer,
but in the last half-hour had blossomed into a young lady.

"Take care of yourself, daughter," had been her father's last tenderly
spoken message, a little anxious look about the eyes telling her that
this business of trying one's wings was not so pleasant for the old
birds as for those who wire experimenting; Dr. Falconer had added, with
a meaning smile, "And remember the hands." This latter message lingered
with her. She meant to take care of herself, to be so wise and prudent
that both father and mother would be delighted with her. And of course
she meant to take care of her hands! But the hint half-vexed her; she
did not understand it, and felt for the little book which she had
dropped into her pocket but a few minutes before. What a tiny book it
was! Paper-covered too, but daintily illuminated; looking, indeed, as
though it had been gotten up for choice moments.

"I wonder," said our young lady to herself, "if this bit of a volume
can be a dissertation on the care of hands?" She laughed a little as
she said it, and stopped to fasten the fourth button of her dark, neat,
exquisitely-fitting kid gloves; her hands certainly looked well in
them. She could not endure ill-shaped gloves, and as for wearing ripped
ones, she never did it; nor, truth to tell, did she like to wear mended
ones. It would have been a pleasure to her, on the discovery of the
first rip, to have consigned the offending gloves to the waste bag,
but this was by no means the teaching of her mother; so the shapely
hands were sometimes marred—in the estimation of their owner—by mended
gloves, albeit the mending was very neat. Dr. Falconer could hardly
have meant that. Now she began to look for the marked passages. Marked
passages? Why, the little book was full of them!

Could her pastor have expected her to spend the hours of her first
journey alone in reading them all? Ah, no; here was one, marked in
different colored ink, and on the upper margin of the page was her
own name, "Elsie." This, then, was the portion meant for her. (Not
a lengthy passage; she could accomplish so much with a fair hope
of remembering it.) And she read, "It may seem an odd idea, but a
simple glance at one's hand, with the recollection, this hand is not
mine; it has been given to Jesus, and it must be kept for Jesus,' may
sometimes turn the scale in a doubtful matter, and be a safeguard from
certain temptations. With that thought fresh in your mind, as you
look at your hand, can you let it take up things, which, to say the
least, are not 'for Jesus'? Things which evidently cannot be used, as
they most certainly are not used, either for Him or by Him. Can you
deliberately hold in it books of a kind which you know perfectly well,
by sadly-repeated experience, lead you farther from, instead of nearer
to Him? . . . Books which you would not care to read at all, if your
heart were burning within you at the coming of His feet? Next time any
temptation of this sort approaches you just look at your hand."

Elsie Burton paused in her reading and looked down at her hand, a
singular expression on her face. Given to Christ! Certainly it was true
of her; she had given herself to Him and promised to be His disciple;
yet never until this moment had occurred to her that even her hands
actually belonged to this Master. What a strange idea! How singular it
would be for one to stop and think whether her hands were doing what He
would have them? Yet, why not? If they really were given to Him, what
more reasonable than that they should be kept for His service?

Would that make any difference with the work of her hands, she
wondered, supposing she had thought of them in this light before? Such
dainty care as she had taken of them! Had she possibly soiled them in
His sight? There were other marked bits in this strange little book,
her name attached; she read on: "Danger and temptation to let the hands
move at other impulses is every bit as great to those who have nothing
else to do but to render service: and who think they are doing nothing
else. Take one practical instance—our letter writing. Have we not been
tempted (and fallen before the temptation), according to our various
dispositions, to let the hand that holds the pen move at the impulse to
write an unkind thought of another; or to say a clever and sarcastic
thing, which will make our point more telling; or to let out a grumble
or a suspicion; or to let the pen run away with us into flippant words?"

The rich color on Elsie's cheek was deepening every moment. This was
certainly narrow ground. She felt herself jostled against. "Clever
and sarcastic things" were so natural to her pen that they almost
seemed to write themselves. What a ridiculous report she had given of
Ned Holden's failure in geometry. How skillfully she had turned into
ridicule his mortified attempts to recover himself. She had imagined
her cousins, Carrie and Ben, laughing immoderately over the whole
thing. Well, what harm? Her account of it would never reach poor Ned's
ears: she would not have given it for anything had there been the
least fear, but—what good did it accomplish? Had she written it with
a purpose? Yes, she had; her purpose had been to give a few minutes'
fun to her cousins. Anything wrong about that? Yet the truthful girl
admitted to herself almost immediately that it was fun at the expense
of certain fine feelings which she had jarred. Was she inclined to be
so sympathetic with failures as she would be if it were not such fun to
write them up? What a caricature she had made of Ned as he stood there
on the platform, his face aglow, the eyes of a hundred girls leveled
at him! She laughed again as she remembered how funny her picture was;
but then she sighed. Soiled hands. Was it possible that she had soiled
hers that day? Did Dr. Falconer mean such things? Did he know about
the letter and the caricature? She felt her face grow hot over the
possibility; she would not have him know it for anything! Here again
was a revelation. Why not? And if not Dr. Falconer, surely not the Lord
Jesus! Yet He knew.

There really was not much comfort in thinking about it. But Elsie
decided that these things must be thought about and decided another
time. If it really was wrong to repeat in a ludicrous way the ludicrous
things that the boys, and sometimes the girls, and sometimes the
professors were doing, why, then she must give it up; but it was great
fun. Another marked sentence—her name again: "Perhaps one hardly needs
to say that kept hands will be very gentle hands. Quick, angry motions
of the heart will sometimes force themselves into expression by the
hand, though the tongue may be restrained. The very way in which we
close a door, or lay down a book, may be a victory or a defeat."

At this point Elsie closed the little book and laid it down with no
gentle hand. She was vexed with it. What nonsense was this! The idea
that when one banged the door a little with nobody around to see, and
not meaning anything in particular, only a general vexation, one had
dishonored Christ! That was straining a point! Just as if people could
keep from doing those little things! And just as though they did any
hurt! The little book was fanatical; she didn't like it at all.

What sent her back, just then, to her little class in Sabbath-school?
seven or eight of the babies under her care. What verse was that which
she had taught them only last Sabbath? "Who shall ascend into the hill
of the Lord, and who shall stand in His holy place?" That was the
question she had asked. How had she taught them to answer? She seemed
to see the sixteen little hands raised, while eight little voices
repeated: "He that hath clean hands and a pure heart." Whose fanaticism
was this? What had she herself taught those little ones that "clean
hands" meant? Had she really meant that they, those babes in Christ,
must carefully watch their small hands, lest they slam the door in
anger or throw the book, and that she, Elsie Burton, eighteen years old
and for four years a Christian, could do any of these trifles without
soiling hers? It was illogical, certainly.

Yet, can I make you understand, I wonder, what a ferment all these
little things set Miss Elsie into? They seemed so new to her; so
unexpected. She was a bright young Christian; she desired in general,
to honor her Master. Yet, like many another, she had selected great
ways in which to honor Him, and, occasionally, at least, looked about
for something large to do in His service, forgetting, or ignoring, many
small daily opportunities. She liked her own way royally well, did this
young lady; and when on occasion older wills in authority crossed hers,
she submitted indeed; it would be unladylike to do otherwise, and Elsie
Burton did not like to be unladylike; but she frowned and banged the
door; yes, she did, a little, a very little, occasionally, and threw
her books on the table with determination, and wrote sarcastic letters
to her special friend, and grumbled occasionally to mamma. All these
things she had rather looked upon as her perquisites; little personal
rewards for submitting. In what a different way did the tiny book talk
about them all!

She sat very still and thought it over. "It reaches too far," she told
herself, catching her breath. "It would make perfectly awful work of
living! Just think! One couldn't—oh dear! one couldn't do anything,
without looking at it to see if it were just exactly the right thing to
do. According to that doctrine, I don't belong to myself at all. Such
fanaticism!"

"Ye are not your own; ye are bought with a price; therefore glorify God
in your bodies and your spirits, which are His." Who whispered that
verse to her? It was not in the offending little book. Whose fanaticism
was this?

Meantime the car had been filling up. Her luxurious turned seat had
been unceremoniously returned, while she was too busy with her book
even to frown. There come next a man with a child in his arms, and
leading one by the hand; a commonly-dressed, jaded man; he looked
about him right and left for a seat; vain hope; Elsie's was the only
unoccupied one in the car. "May I sit here?" he asked meekly and
prepared to seat himself, taking the other child on his knee, her small
hand which was not of the cleanest coming in dangerous contact with
Elsie's faultless bronze travelling suit. She saw it and twitched the
skirt of her dress, not gently, away from the disagreeable member,
muttering low as she did so, that the seat was "not intended for four
persons."

"Perhaps one hardly need to say that the kept hands will be very gentle
hands." She did not repeat the words, but they repeated themselves to
her, in a way that startled. Once more she looked down at her hands.
Was He actually dishonored by that quick, irritable movement? The face
of the man beside her looked troubled; he had seen the movement and had
reached forth and clasped the offending little hand in his own rough
one. He looked very careworn, and the smaller of the children, who was
but a baby, began to utter wailing cries which he vainly tried to hush.
Hopeless little cries they were; they went, someway, to Elsie's heart.
She was sorry her hand had been so un-Christ-like in its movement. How
could she atone for it? She reached forth for her lunch basket, and
drawing therefrom a rosy-cheeked apple presented it to the little girl.
The small soiled hand grasped after it eagerly, and the father smiled
and leaned forward to admonish the child to thank the giver. "They both
look very tired," Elsie said, gently; "travelling is hard for children."

The man drew a heavy sigh. "It is hard for them," he said. "They miss
their mother; they don't know what to make of it, and I don't know how
to do for them as she would. I buried her last Tuesday."
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A DISMAYED exclamation from Elsie; then she added, "Poor little
things!" in a tone that conveyed much to the sad father's heart.

"You may well say that," he said, getting out his handkerchief hastily,
to wipe the great tears that would gather in his eyes. "Two babies, you
may say, with no one but a blundering father to do for them! I'm bound
to do the very best I can, but what's a man worth when it comes to such
work as that! And them crying for their mother every little while! This
one," touching the head of the older child with gentle hand, "couldn't
get herself to go to sleep, no how, last night. I patted her, and
coaxed her for an hour; but she said she 'wanted mamma too bad for
anything.'"

There were tears in Elsie's eyes now, and she reached for the soiled
little hand and gathered it tenderly into her gloved one. For the rest
of that journey the motherless child had a friend. The baby slept
on his father's shoulder; and Elsie devoted herself to making the
five-year-old happy. Among other womanly offices, she took the child
forward to the water-cooler, and by dint of patient use of handkerchief
and some of her own sweet-scented soap, she made the small hands rosy
with cleanliness. This was so that she could have a delicately tinted
card from the lady's pocket. An illuminated card, with an outline
picture of two hands clasped; the one a small, childish hand, the other
large and firm, suggestive of strength and protection. There were words
underneath, and the child demanded that they be read. It was one of
Elsie's class cards, and the verse: "Who shall ascend into the Hill of
the Lord, and who shall stand in His holy place? He that hath clean
hands and a pure heart."

"It means, who shall go to live with Jesus in heaven?" explained Elsie.

The little girl looked gravely down at her small pink hands. "My hands
are clean," she said, reflectively. "I guess I can go, mamma went. It
was Jesus who took her."

Elsie's eyes dimmed again as she answered the child gently, "Yes, and
He wants you; wants you to keep your hands clean, so you can go. Not
simply clean with water, you know, but clean from every wrong and
naughty thing."

The grave-eyed child considered. "I slap Johnnie, sometimes," she said,
sadly, "when he's cross."

"Oh! And that soils your hands with the kind of soil that water will
not wash away. Look at the picture; that little hand is clasped in a
strong one; the picture is to make you think of Jesus' hand; He holds
it out for you to put yours in it, so He can keep it safe from getting
soiled."

"How?" said the child, looking puzzled. "Where is He? Why doesn't He
hold His hand out to me?"

"He does, darling; you cannot see it, nor feel it, because He has not
given you the kind of eyes yet with which to see Him; but if you give
your hand to Him, and then ask Him every day to keep it from doing
wrong things, and make it clean, He will; and by and by He will take
you up to Heaven, where mamma is, and where you can see Him, and feel
the touch of His hand."

Such sweet, serious eyes as that child had! She looked down at her
small unmothered hand, in such a grave, considering way, as seemed
almost too much for Elsie to bear; and at last she said, "I will do it;
I mean to go to mamma." And the shadow of a smile was on her face—a
serious little face, old beyond its years. Elsie did not wonder that
the father wiped great tears away; but he grasped her hand heartily and
said, "God bless you, ma'am, for showing the little girl how to smile.
She hasn't smiled since—" and the sentence was left unfinished.

There was no time for further words. The car bell was ringing, and the
dinner gong of the eating house was clattering, and the car was in a
bustle of preparation to depart. Elsie gathered her wraps and packages,
secured the little book which had told her strange truths, made tender
by the practical commentary on them drawn from her new acquaintances,
then shook hands with the little girl, bending to kiss her and whisper,
"Remember."

"I will," the child said.

"And I will," murmured Elsie. "I must surely take the counsel which I
have given her; else how could I bear to meet the child when we both
see Him face to face?"

"Hurrah! here you are. I was afraid you did not come, after all. I
left Carrie consumed with anxiety lest you had missed the train, or
something."

It was Cousin Ben, face and voice full, of eager welcome. He seized
upon Elsie's belongings as he spoke, managing shawl-strap and bag and
bundles with the air of one long used to business; called for checks,
and gave rapid, business-like orders to a porter in waiting, talking to
Elsie incessantly all the time—at least, so it seemed to her.

"Now, shall we take a carriage or a sleigh? We have both at your
service, you see; and the wheeling is so abominable that there is but
one thing worse, which is the sleighing. The fact is, we have neither
wheeling nor sleighing just now. Whichever way you take, you will be
sure to wish you had chosen the other."

"Why can't we walk?" Elsie asked, laughing at his description and his
volubility.

"Walk! A young lady, just arrived from a fatiguing journey of three
hours' duration, walking up from the depot! I'm afraid Carrie will
faint. Still, in all sincerity, it is much the better way, if one
only thinks so. Do you honestly vote for it? Sensible young lady—the
first one I have met this winter. Halloo, porter! That scamp has gone
already, I declare! He will be back here, ready to earn another fifty
cents, before we get started. I wanted to palm off some of these
dry goods on him. O, no, not at all," as Elsie tried to offer her
assistance; "they are not heavy, only slippery. This wretched little
box is such a nuisance. I found it at the express office, and I wish I
had left it there. Ah, well, now, if you insist, you may carry the box.
It is small, you see, but slippery; seems to have an affinity for the
pavement. I've landed it there once, already."

The small, compact box, neatly wrapped in paper, was transferred from
Ben's crowded arms to Elsie's empty ones. Then the walk commenced.
A bright sunny day, the air just keen enough to be exhilarating,
and the business street down which their road lay was aglow with
holiday trappings. A walk was certainly not an unattractive thing.
Yet there was a cloud on Elsie's face; and if her gay cousin had been
watching her, he would have discovered that she bestowed suspicious
glances on the innocent-looking box which she carried. It was not its
weight that disturbed her; that was a mere trifle. What then? She
watched her opportunity, when Ben was busy re-arranging his load, and
unceremoniously applied her nose to the box. Faugh! It was as she
suspected. Here was she, Elsie Burton, who hated the sight and smell
and very name of the vile weed tobacco, actually carrying a box of
cigars through the street! She could have dropped them into the muddy
carriage drive, across which they were just picking their way, with a
good grace.

"I wonder if Ben smokes!" This was her indignant mental query. "I
declare, if that boy has gone and spoiled himself in such a hateful
way, I shall drop him." There were certain phases of moral courage
in which Elsie was by no means lacking. She was entirely willing
to express then and there, to her handsome young cousin, her utter
and intense abhorrence of everything pertaining to tobacco; and the
probabilities are strong that her very manner of doing so would have
outwitted any good which she desired to accomplish; that is, if she
really wished to accomplish anything beyond expressing her indignation.
Something quieted her just then. The memory of certain words: "Can
you let it take up things which, to say the very least, are not 'for
Jesus'?" Suppose people really did govern their lives by such rules as
that? Suppose Ben did. Would he be carrying home cigars to smoke? What
a thing it was that he had been the one to lead her unwittingly into
this first soiling of her hands! Almost before she realized that she
was doing so, she spoke her thoughts aloud: "Oh, Ben! You have made me
soil my hands."

Her cousin turned to her quickly, his face expressive of concern. "I
beg ten thousand pardons! Was I such a stupid dolt as to give you a
soiled paper to carry? What is it? Are your gloves ruined?" But he
looked in vain for soil; the delicate bronze gloves were as delicate as
before she touched the box, and the neat manilla wrapping was guiltless
of a stain.

Elsie laughed a little. "I was thinking aloud," she said. "I did not
mean my gloves, but my hands. Ben, I don't like the soil of cigars."

"Are they so very offensive to you?" This with a puzzled air. "It isn't
possible that you get their odor at this distance!"

"O, Ben! You know you are not stupid. Why do you pretend that you don't
understand me to mean moral soil?"

"Upon my word, I never thought of such a thing!" And Ben stared at his
cousin in genuine astonishment. "Isn't that straining a point, my wise
little cousin?"

"Is it? Suppose I believe that my hands should do nothing to help along
anything that is wrong in the world, could I, in that case, handle
cigars much?"

"That depends. Are cigars wicked?"

Elsie flashed a pair of keen eyes on him. "Are cigars good?"

He laughed good-naturedly. "Why, no; I haven't been in the habit of
attaching any moral character to them whatever."

"Very well; then why do you pretend that I am talking about their moral
character? The question is, do I believe that it is wrong to spend
money for cigars, and to spoil one's breath, and poison the air that
belongs to other people with their vile odors? In that case, I must be
consistent with my belief, and not let my hands help along that which I
consider mischievous."

"Pitch them into the gutter if you want to," he said, good-humoredly.
"You see they are not mine; I promised to bring them up for Hal; so I
can afford to be generous."

"Does Hal smoke?"

"Like a furnace. I won't tell him, though, that you helped the matter
along. I'll appear to have carried the offending box every step of the
way myself."

But Elsie did not smile. "If I were Emmeline," she began, then stopped.

"What then? Supposing I can stretch my credulity enough to imagine
anything so preposterous."

"Never mind; perhaps I ought not to say it."

"But it will do no harm for me to guess it. In the light of your last
sharp remarks, I fancy you were going to say: If I were Emmeline I
would not marry a cigar smoker.'"

"It is true," Elsie said, laughing a little, "I wouldn't."

"Really? Are you serious about this thing? Do you honestly think there
is anything so very wicked about smoking a cigar now and then?"

"What a way to put it! As if a thing must be 'so very wrong' in order
to be—not right. As to the 'now and then'—Oh, if you needed a lecture,
Ben, I think I could give it; I've thought a great deal about the
matter; but just now I was looking at it from such a simple platform
that it doesn't need argument. Hal, you know, is a Christian, and he
professes to govern all his life by one rule, as a servant who belongs
body and purse to Christ. How very easy it would be for him to decide
whether he ought to spend his money on cigars!"

Ben, I regret to say, was guilty of the ungentlemanly act of whistling.
A low whistle, instantly suppressed, but it expressed his views. "How
many Christians do you suppose govern themselves by any such rules?"

"The question has nothing whatever to do with the argument," Elsie
said; "but I'll answer it. Very few, I think. Does that annihilate the
rule?"

"How fortunate it is for me that we are just at the door," Ben
answered, gayly. "Give me the box of cigars, quick; and don't convert
Emmeline to your way of thinking, or we shall have no wedding to
attend."

I do not know whether, had Elsie known all the temptations and
embarrassments to beset her on that very next day, she would have been
able to make so emphatic a resolution as the one with which she left
the car. A shopping excursion was in order for the morning. Cousin
Carrie had a dozen trifles which must be bought that day, and it suited
Ben to attend them gallantly all the morning. Now shopping was not a
trial to Elsie; it had all the charm of novelty for her, for hitherto
her busy young life had known comparatively little of it. On this
particular morning the circumstances were particularly agreeable. She
had no grave responsibilities, but was merely an interested looker-on,
ready to give bits of advice as occasion offered; while nestled away in
her pretty porte-monnaie were two shining gold pieces which her father
had given her that morning to spend as she pleased. Oh, the charming
things that a girl of eighteen may please to buy! Cousin Carrie was a
helpful companion in that direction. She had wide-open eyes, and dealt
in superlatives:

"Oh, Elsie! Do look at this lovely shade in kids. Aren't they perfectly
exquisite? Just your number, too, and, match your new hat exactly.
Really, Elsie, you ought to have a pair of those. I never saw a more
perfect match."

Elsie looked interested but doubtful. "I have just bought new gloves,"
she said, "and they match nicely, I think."

"Oh, they do; they are charming. But these are that lovely, peculiar
shade which one so rarely finds in kid—just the tint of your long
plume. Oh, I do think they are too lovely for anything!"

"They are expensive."

"Oh, I don't think so. Only two and a quarter. You can't get really
good kid for less than that, and poor gloves are not worth buying.
Besides, they have the Foster fastenings. Now I really dote on Foster
fastenings."

Elsie was being persuaded. They did look as though they would fit her
shapely hand so well, and they really were a remarkable match. What
if she had just bought a pair? Gloves would keep and would be always
needed. Mamma approved of good gloves, and papa had told her to spend
the gold pieces just as she pleased.

"Well," she said, a slight hesitation still in her voice, "I think
I'll—" and she glanced down at her hands.

"Next time any temptation of this sort approaches you, just look at
your hand." It was to Elsie as though the words were written on the
back of her glove, so distinctly did she seem to see them. A temptation
of what sort? Was this box of gloves in the list? "Can you let it take
up things, which, to say the least, are not for Jesus?" Were the gloves
for Him? The question startled her, seemed a little irreverent, yet she
was a clear-brained girl and knew what the query meant.

Was she buying them because she felt that she needed them to complete
a neat and tasteful toilet? If—it was a sufficiently startling thought
to make the color run into her cheeks, yet she thought it—if the Lord
Jesus Christ stood there in the flesh, occupying the space at her side
now filled by Cousin Ben, would she spend two dollars and a quarter for
an unneeded pair of gloves? Should the hand belonging to Him do aught
that His glance would not approve?

She was ready to finish her sentence. "I think I will not take them,
Carrie. I have gloves enough for the present, and the styles may
change, before I need them."

"What nonsense! These are in the very latest shade. I never saw any
quite like them before. I wish they would match anything of mine and
would buy them in a moment, although Auntie gave me a full box of
gloves at Christmas. How many pairs have you, Elsie?"

This question amused Ben wonderfully. "An official report, if you
please," he said, his eyes twinkling with laughter. "How many
handkerchiefs have you, and how many ribbons and how many ruffles? Do
you young ladies keep an inventory for each other's special benefit?"

Elsie laughed, but Carrie turned from her coldly. She set her heart on
managing the glove matter, and it was ignominious to fail.
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THIS is but a faint specimen of the ways in which temptation assailed
the fair hands in whose stewardship two gold pieces had been placed. It
seemed to Elsie a curious coincidence that the first temptation should
have to do with a covering for those hands. But for that she might not
have gotten through so well.

It was wonderful, the number of articles that Carrie found which she
was sure her Cousin Elsie needed and ought to purchase; delicate
laces of a peculiarly rare and choice pattern that might not be found
again; soft, fluffy ruches particularly becoming to Elsie's face; fine
handkerchiefs, delicately embroidered, sold at a bargain; a peculiar
perfume, the like of which had never been smelled before; even scented
soaps joined hands with Elsie's companions that day and tried to
beguile her; yet she stood firm.

It was a curious experience. Could she have divested herself of
personal feeling, and looked on as an outsider, she would have enjoyed
the study. There was absolutely nothing presented which stood the test.
His hands, they must make no purchase save such as would please their
Master.

"I cannot think what is the matter with you!" Carrie said, watching her
cousin curiously. "You used to be ready enough to buy pretty things.
I've seen at least a hundred and fifty articles this morning that I
should have bought if I had as much spending money as you have. Papa
keeps me dreadfully close these days; everything has to be saved for
Emmeline. I tell papa just to wait until I get engaged, and I'll be
revenged. It can't be that you are saving up for that, Elsie; you are
not out of school yet."

Through it all Ben watched with amused face, not helping his cousin in
the least; on the contrary, he made several wise suggestions as to the
utility of some of the temptations.

"It is worse than cigars, isn't it?" he queried at last, his wicked
eyes dancing mischievously. Elsie felt that he was amusing himself at
her expense—turning her scruples into ridicule. Would it not be better
to lay aside her new ideas, and change the current of his thoughts by
disposing of the spending money that seemed to be the cause of so much
trouble? Wasn't it a sort of "casting pearls before—" and here she
paused; partly because she did not like to apply the simile, and partly
because her brain was too keen to admit of such reasoning. If Ben chose
to be led into sin through her conscientious effort to do right, he
must bear the blame of it.

But she was to be tried in a way that was harder to bear. Carrie,
positively vexed because she could not persuade her cousin into buying,
at the jewel counter, a lovely little charm for her chain, turned from
her and spoke to Ben in a very poor undertone: "I don't understand
Elsie. I'm afraid she is growing penurious, and that is really a more
hateful fault in a girl than in a boy. She used to be so free and
generous with her money."

"Perhaps Uncle Wells keeps her close," was Ben's hateful suggestion.
"He is well off, to be sure, but he may not be growing liberal as he
grows older."

Dear! You should have seen the flush on Elsie's face then! The idea of
that upstart of a boy daring to speak so about her dear father! He was
not rich either, and everybody knew he denied himself to have the more
to give to others. For a moment Elsie wondered whether she did not hate
her Cousin Ben—just a little!

Also, she felt just like dashing out in some wild expenditure that
would show her cousins how indifferent she could be to money when she
chose. What should she buy? There was plenty of opportunity. Just next
door in the plate-glass window stood temptations enough. Grapes, out of
season, large; white, luscious. They were marked fifty cents! Suppose
she should buy a bunch for herself, and one each for Carrie and Ben,
and two or three bunches to take home to Aunt Carrie? Beside them was a
silver-papered box of choice bonbons, marked one dollar; she might add
that and a bouquet of rare flowers. Would not these expenditures show
that she knew how to use money and had it to use?

Her hand was on the door-knob. She was burning with the desire to slip
in next door and make her purchases while Carrie studied over shades
of ribbons. Suddenly she withdrew the hand quickly, as though it had
come in contact with something that repelled it. "Clean hands!" To
what base uses was she about to put hers! Why did she want to buy the
fancy bonbons and the fruits and flowers out of season? As a tribute of
love? Her honest heart told her that it was rather a tribute of anger!
Did her father's reputation rest on such slight ground that it could
be injured by the ignorant chatter of a silly boy, or be built up by
a daughter's ill-humored extravagance? Very much astonished with, and
ashamed of, herself, Elsie turned away, and stood quite still for a
moment, eyes and head drooping. After that, she was better prepared for
the rest of the hour, even though the cousins chose next a way of being
cousinly that was almost unendurable. Ben actually bought some of the
great white grapes, and forced a few on her, though she felt as though
it would take but one to choke her. The truth is, fair Elsie, during
that and several following days, took lessons in the fact that Satan
makes sharp battle for every power of our being; and that the cross is
still waiting to be borne; the only reason that we feel its weight so
little being the fact that we have fallen into the habit of slipping
quietly around it, instead of boldly taking it up.


The curtains were drawn and the gas was lighted in the cosy back
parlor. Without the rain was steadily falling, and there was a rush
of wind every few minutes against the casement, which sharpened the
contrast between the dreary outside and the brightness of the home
scene within.

Over the family there had come the sort of lull which follows special
days of eager life and keen excitement. There had been the whirl of
preparation for, and then the excitement of participation in, wedding
festivities, and then the bustle of departure. Emmeline and Hal were
made one, and had gone away together, Elsie taking note, with much
inward disgust, that the groom actually smoked a cigar at the depot,
while waiting for the belated train.

Now those who tarried behind had reached a stormy Saturday evening,
with nothing to do but lounge amid the easy chairs and rest and visit.

Somewhat to their astonishment, they found this dull work. The reaction
from so much excitement was upon them, and many a yawn was hastily
covered so that the others might not suspect.

"Somebody read something," proclaimed Ben at last. "We are all too
indolent to talk—let some fellow who knows how talk for us. Who will
volunteer?"

"Elsie must read," said Carrie. "Papa says she is the best reader in
the set. I've been sulky over that remark ever since he made it, so of
course I will not."

Some gay talk followed this statement, but at last they settled down to
listen. Elsie, by no means unwilling to be appointed reader, for, like
most persons who are accustomed to reading aloud and who like to do it,
she hated to listen.

The book selected was a recent publication by a popular author. It
opened well, and in a very few minutes the listless company was giving
absorbed attention.

A half-hour passed, and then a dismayed, "Oh! Dear! Who is coming to
disturb us!" from Carrie, mingled with the sound of talking in the hall.

A moment more, and the relieved exclamation, "It's only Freem!" greeted
a newcomer.

"Freem," or Mr. Freeman Vance, was a gentleman who was much at home
with the young people of the house, and, during her visit Elsie had met
him several times. He was older than the cousins, having passed beyond
the age in which he was spoken of as "one of the boys." Carrie called
him a "full-fledged young man," but admitted that he was "nicer" than
most of them.

He dropped readily into an easy chair, drawn up near the grate,
murmured that this was delightful, and that it was a wretched night
outside, then begged that the reading might go on; there was nothing
that he enjoyed better than listening to a good reader.

There was a heightened color on Elsie's cheeks, but it was not brought
there by the implied compliment. She knew that she was a fairly good
reader. To-night, however, she was giving only partial attention to the
book. With by far the keener portion of her brain she was carrying on
an argument somewhat after this fashion: "I don't know about this book.
There are some queer expressions in it; I doubt whether papa would
approve. I wonder if that sentence is really intended as a covert sneer
at religion? I don't believe I like to hear the Bible quoted in just
this manner. Mamma wouldn't call that girl prudish; she would think she
showed a proper degree of self-respect."

You are to understand that these mental comments did not all rush
forward at one time and demand attention, but presented themselves at
intervals during the reading. Yet the doubt in Elsie's mind about the
book grew so rapidly that, just as Freeman Vance was announced, she
had almost resolved to declare boldly her objections and decline to
read. But his coming had made this a doubly difficult thing to do. Poor
Elsie felt instinctively that she stood alone; she was breathing an
atmosphere so unlike the one in which she had been reared that it would
be almost impossible to make her audience understand her scruples. She
shrank from trying. "What mattered a few pages of a book?" she told her
conscience. She need not admire the book; certainly there was no danger
that she should. Once through with this disagreeable evening, and she
need never look into it again.

So the reading continued. And the mental arguments continued, also, for
to the reader's wide-open eyes the sentiments expressed did not grow
less objectionable. It was not that they were pronounced in their form;
there was neither downright mockery of things sacred nor downright
ridicule of things pure. It was simply like many a book which is being
read in parlors; full of delicately-served, sugar-coated poisons. And
it was commended, too, in a general way, by some of the very newspapers
that might have been expected to stand guard over its intrusion into
Christian homes.

It was charmingly written. The pale hero was so fascinating in his
manner that, when he languidly quoted a moral lie and gracefully
propped it with arguments, you, being eighteen and guileless, could not
help admiring him a little.

Yet did Elsie read under protest. "Mamma" appeared before her
frequently, with keen eyes and clear brain, and swept away a filmy
web which would hide a falsehood from less cultured minds. "Papa's"
strong logic came often to mind to overthrow some subtle reasoning. Dr.
Falconer's very last sermon loomed up before her once, text and all, to
refute utterly a hint which the pale hero put forth.

If Freeman Vance had not appeared on the scene the book would certainly
have been laid aside; but how utterly foolish would her position appear
to him! He would call her a prude, as she had heard him call a young
lady who had been the subject of conversation the other day. She knew
just how his lip curled when he said it. Not that she cared for Freeman
Vance's opinion, she told herself; but, then, nobody liked to be talked
about. As she reached this conclusion she turned another leaf. The
interesting hero was in the midst of a statement given with as much
energy as he ever used, and, by way of emphasizing his point, he used
an unmitigated oath.

"Can you deliberately hold in your hand books of a kind which you know
perfectly well lead you farther from instead of nearer to Him?"

The quotation came to the reader suddenly, with almost as much force as
though it had been spoken by an audible voice. She made an instant's
pause—the oath unread—and looked down at her fair hands. They were
being soiled! There was no question in her heart about it. With a
sudden, impulsive movement, she spread open her hands with a repellent
gesture, as though she recoiled from the thing touched, and the book
fell to the floor. Freeman Vance sprang to return it and Carrie gave a
nervous start.

"Why, Elsie Burton, what is the matter? You made me drop six stitches
off my hook."

"Is there a ghost on that page?" queried Ben, mischief in his voice.

"No," said Elsie, her courage and her color rising. "I think it is a
serpent. Thank you, Mr. Vance; I don't want the thing again. I have had
quite too much of it. You must all excuse me from farther reading of
that book. I am not in sympathy with the morals or the manners of its
characters. I am ashamed that I have allowed myself to read it so long."

"I'll venture that it is another case of 'soiled hands,'" Ben said,
nothing but amusement in his voice.

His cousin turned toward him with flashing eyes. "Yes," she said, "it
is."
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THEN began a babel of tongues. The book was "elegant!" "Charming!"
Everybody said it was the best one from that popular writer's pen. The
"critics were just raving over it." "Certainly it was written in a most
fascinating manner."

These were some of the statements which Elsie seemed to be expected to
answer. She had very little to say. The truth was, she felt painfully
conscious of the fact that many of her arguments would sound to this
company like an unknown tongue. What did they know of loyalty to the
Master who owned her, heart and hands? What wild fanaticism would they
think it, if she said that she felt herself to have dishonored Christ,
in having lent her hands and her voice to the book which she had just
dropped?

Yet she said this, speaking steadily, albeit with glowing cheeks. She
felt it to be the least that she could do, as His witness, to speak
the simple truth, and bear the storm of words, the incredulity, the
laughter, the raillery; and the almost more disagreeable attempt to be
patient with her, as with an ignorant child, fresh from country life
and country ideas.

"Oh, well!" said Carrie, at last. "We might as well save our breath,
as to coax her after she has made up her mind. You always were an
obstinate child, you know, Elsie, my dear. Ben, suppose you read."

"Not I," said Ben












































































OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
Pansy,
C. M. Mrs. Livingston






OEBPS/text/00002.png





