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"IT MAY BE THAT SHE IS WORKING STILL."




IT was raining drearily, and but few people were abroad—that is, few
comparatively speaking, though the streets seemed full of hurrying,
dripping mortals. In the large dry-goods store business was by no
means so brisk as on sunny days, and one of the younger clerks, whose
station was near a window looking out upon the thoroughfare, had time
to stand gazing at the passers-by. They did not seem to interest him
particularly, or else they puzzled him. His young, handsome face wore
a thoughtful look, almost a troubled expression about the eyes, which
seemed to be gazing beyond the passers-by.

Just across the aisle from him, a lady, seated in one of the
easy-chairs set for the accommodation of shoppers, waited and watched
him; a young and pretty woman, tastefully, even elegantly-dressed, yet
her costume was quite in keeping with the stormy day. The young man's
face seemed to have special interest for her, though he was apparently
unaware of her existence. A close observer would have discovered that
she was watching him with deeply interested eyes.

Whatever served to hold the thoughts of the young man apparently grew
in perplexity, for the troubled look continually deepened. At last,
forgetting the possible listener, he addressed the dripping clouds
perhaps—at least, he was looking at them:—

"I don't know how to do it, but something ought to be done. It is worse
than folly to expect good from the way that things are now managed.
Esther would have known just what, and how; and how interested she
would have been! I try to do her work, and to 'redeem the time;' but
the simple truth is, I don't know how, and nobody else seems to."

These sentences were not given all at once, but murmured from time to
time at his unsympathetic audience outside.

Patter, patter, patter! Drip, drip, drip! Steady, uncompromising
business. It was all the answer the clouds vouchsafed him.

With the listener inside it was different. The interested look changed
to an eager one. She left her seat and moved toward the absorbed young
man, breaking in on his reverie with the clearest of voices:—

"I beg your pardon,—but are you thinking of your sister? You are
Mr. Reid, I believe? I have heard of your sister's life, and of her
beautiful death, through a dear friend of my husband, who loved Esther.
I have always wanted to know more about her. I wanted to get acquainted
with you, so I might ask you things about her. I am waiting now for my
husband to come and introduce us. But perhaps it isn't necessary. Do
you know who I am?"

"It is Mrs. Roberts, I believe?" the young man said, struggling with
his astonishment and embarrassment.

"Yes; and you are Mr. Alfred Reid. Well, now we know each other without
any further ceremony. Will you tell me a little about your sister, Mr.
Reid'? You were thinking of her just now."

"I was missing her just now," said he, trying to smile, "as I very
often am. I was a little fellow when she died; but the older I grow,
the more difficult I find it to see how the world can spare her. She
was so full of plans for work, and there are so few like her."

"It may be that she is working still, in the person of her brother."

He shook his head energetically, though his face flushed.

"No, I can only blunder vaguely over work that I know she, with her
energetic ways and quick wits, could have done, and done well. It
happens that she was especially interested in a class of people of whom
I know something. They need help, and I don't know how to help them. It
seems to me that she could have done it."

"Will you tell me who the people are?"

"It is a set of boys for whom nobody cares," he said, speaking sadly;
"it hardly seems possible that there could ever have been a time when
anybody cared for them, though I suppose their mothers did when they
were little fellows."

Thus spoke the ignorant young man—ignorant of the depths to which sin
will sink human nature, but rich in the memory of mother-love.

"I think of my sister Esther in connection with them," he said,
speaking apologetically, "because she was peculiarly interested in wild
young fellows like them; she thought they might be reached, that there
might be ways invented for reaching them, such as had not been yet. She
had plans, and they were good ones. I thought so then, little fellow
that I was, and I think so now, only nobody is at work carrying them
out; and I wonder sometimes if Esther could have been needed in heaven
half as much as she is needed on earth. She used to talk to me a great
deal about what might be done. I think now that she wanted to put me in
the way of taking up some of the work that she would have done; but she
mistook her material. I can't do it."

"Are you sure? You are young yet; and besides, you may be doing more
than you think. Couldn't I help? What is there that needs doing for
these particular young men?"

"Everything!" he said excitedly. "If you should see them, you would get
a faint idea of it. They come occasionally down to the Sabbath school
at the South End; in fact, they come quite frequently, though I'm sure
I can't see why. It certainly isn't for any good that they get. Their
actions, Mrs. Roberts, surpass anything that I ever imagined."

"Who is their teacher?"

"That would be a difficult question to answer. They have a different
teacher every Sabbath. No one is willing to undertake the class twice.
They have tried all the teachers who attend regularly, and several who
have volunteered for once, and never would attempt it a second time.
Just now there is no one who will make a venture."

"Have 'you' tried?"

He shook his head emphatically.

"I know at least so much. Why, Mrs. Roberts, some of them are as old as
I, and, indeed, I think one or two are older. No; we have secured the
best teachers that we could for them, but each one has been a failure.
I suppose they must go."

"Go where?"

He shrugged his shoulders.

"What an awful question! Where 'will' they go, Mrs. Roberts, if we let
them slip now?"

He was tremendously in earnest. One could not help feeling that he had
studied the possibilities, and felt the danger.

"Suppose I try to help! Shall I come and take that class next Sabbath?"

This simple, directly-put question brought the young man suddenly from
the heights of his excitement into visible embarrassment. He looked
down on the small, fair lady, reaching hardly to his shoulder, attired
in that unmistakable way which bespeaks the lady of wealth and culture,
and could imagine nothing more incongruous than to have her seated
before that class of swearing, spitting, fighting boys. Not that her
wealth or her culture was an objection, but she looked so utterly
unlike what he had imagined their teacher must be—she was so small, so
frail, so fair and sweet, and ignorant of the ways of the great wicked
world, and especially of those great wicked boys. What could he say to
her?

He was so manifestly embarrassed that the small lady laughed.

"You think I cannot do it," she said almost gaily.

He hastened to answer her.

"Indeed, you have no idea of the sort of class it is. I have given you
no conception of it; I cannot. You would think yourself before a set of
uncaged animals."

"Yes; and in case of failure I should only be where the others
are who have tried and failed. If you will introduce me, and your
superintendent will let me, I mean to try; and that will relieve you of
the dilemma of being entirely without a teacher for them."

Young Reid had nothing to say. He thought the attempt a piece of folly,
a worse than useless experiment; but how was he to say so to the wife
of his employer?

That gentleman appeared just then, making haste.

"I was unavoidably detained," he explained; "I feared you would grow
weary of waiting.—Ah, Reid, my wife has introduced herself, I see.—Is
he the young man you were speaking of, Mrs. Roberts?"

"The very young man—Esther Reid's brother. He doesn't know how glad I
am to have met him.—Some day, when we are better acquainted, and you
trust me more fully, I am going to tell you how I became so deeply
interested in your dear sister. Meantime this little matter should be
definitely settled.—Mr. Roberts, I have invited myself to take a class
to-morrow down at the South End Mission."

"Have you indeed?"

Mr. Roberts spoke heartily, and seemed by no means dismayed, only a
trifle perplexed as to details.

"How can we manage it, Flossy? My prison class takes me in an opposite
direction at the same hour, you know."

"Yes; I thought of that. I propose to ask Mr. Reid to call for me, and
show me the way, and vouch for my good intentions after I reach there.
Do you suppose he will do it?"

She looked smilingly from her husband to young Reid, and both waited
for his answer.

"I obey directions," he said, bowing respectfully to Mr. Roberts. "Am I
to have the honour of being detailed for that service to-morrow?"

"So Mrs. Roberts says," was the good-humoured reply.

And then the merchant took his wife away to their waiting carriage that
had drawn up before the door, leaving Alfred Reid, if the truth must be
told, in a fume.

"Much she knows what she is talking about!" he said, jerking certain
boxes out of their places on the shelves, and then banging them back
again, seeming to suppose that he was by this process putting his
department in order for closing. "Little bit of a dressed up doll!
They will tear her into ribbons, metaphorically, if not literally,
before this time to-morrow. She thinks, because she is the wife of Evan
Roberts, the great merchant, she can go anywhere and do anything, and
that people will respect her. She has never had anything to do with a
set of fellows who care less than nothing about money and position,
except to be ten times more insolent and outrageous in their conduct
than they would if she had less of it.

"I shall feel like a born idiot in presenting this pretty little doll
to teach that class. Mr. Durant will think I have lost what few wits I
had. What can possess the woman to want to try? It is just because she
has no conception of what she is about. But Mr. Roberts must know. I
wonder what he means by permitting it?"


In very much the same state of mind did our young man pilot his new and
unsought-for recruit into the crowded mission rooms of the South End on
the following Sabbath afternoon. She looked not one whit less able to
compete with the terrors which awaited the teacher of the formidable
class.

Her dress was simplicity itself, according to Mrs. Roberts ideas of
simplicity; yet, from the row of ostrich tips that bobbed and nodded at
each other, all around the front of her velvet hat, to the buttons of
her neat-fitting boots, she seemed to bring a new atmosphere into the
room.

Yesterday's rain was over, and the pleasant south windows were aglow
with sunshine. As Mrs. Roberts sat down, the sunbeams came and played
about her face, and she seemed in keeping with them and with nothing
else around her.

The superintendent bestowed curious glances on her during the opening
exercises. He had seen the shadow on young Reid's face when he seated
her, and had found time to question:—

"Whom have we here?"

"Mrs. Evan Roberts. She wants to try the vacant class. 'I' did not ask
her, Mr. Durant; she invited herself."

Mr. Durant looked over at her, and tried to keep his eyes from smiling.

"She looks very diminutive in every way for such an undertaking. They
will frighten her out before she commences, will they not?"

"I presume so; but I didn't know what to do. She wanted to come, and I
could not tell her she must not."

"No, of course; the occasion is too rare to lose. Very few people
ask the privilege of trying that class. There is no teacher for them
to-day; and your Mrs. Roberts must learn by experience that some things
are more difficult than others. I will let her try it."

Meantime "the boys" of the dreaded class were studying the new face.
She was the only person not already seated before a class, and they
naturally judged that she was to be their next victim. They looked at
her, and then at one another, and winked, and coughed, and sneezed,
and nudged elbows, and giggled outright, every one of them, meantime
chewing tobacco with all their might, and expectorating freely wherever
they judged it would be most offensive.

Alfred Reid watched them, inwardly groaning. Being used to their faces,
he could plainly read that they anticipated a richer time than usual,
and rejoiced greatly over the youth and beauty of their victim.

But young Reid was not the only one who watched. Mrs. Roberts,
without seeming to be aware of their presence, lost not a wriggle or
a nudge. She was studying her material, and it must be confessed that
they startled her not a little. They represented a different type of
humanity from her Chautauqua boys, or her boys in the old church at
home—rather, an advanced stage of both those types.

When Mr. Durant came toward her, the look on his face was not
reassuring; it so plainly said that he expected failure, and was sorry
for her as well as for himself. However, with as good grace as he could
assume, he led her to the seat prepared for the teacher, and gave her a
formal introduction.

"Boys, this is Mrs. Roberts, who is willing to try to teach you to-day.
I wish you would show her that you know how to behave yourselves."

Mrs. Roberts wished that he had left her to introduce herself, or that
he had said almost anything rather than what he did; the mischievous
gleam in several pairs of eyes said that they meant to show her
something that they considered far more interesting than that.

Many were the sympathetic glances that were bestowed on the young and
pretty lady as she went to her task. As for Alfred Reid, there was more
than sympathy in his face. He was vexed with the young volunteer and
vexed with himself.

He told himself savagely that this was what came of his silly habit of
thinking aloud. If only he had kept his anxieties about that class to
himself, Mrs. Roberts would never have heard of it, and been tempted to
put herself in such a ridiculous position; and if this episode did not
break him of the habit, he did not know what would.

He was presently, however, given a class of small boys, with enough
of original and acquired depravity about them to keep him intensely
employed, and the entire school settled to work.
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"WHAT DID IT ALL AMOUNT TO, ANYHOW?"




SETTLED, that is, so far as the class of boys in the corner would
permit the use of that term. They had not settled in the least. Two of
them indulged in a louder burst of laughter than before, just as Mrs.
Roberts took her seat. Yet her face was in nowise ruffled.

"Good-afternoon," she said, with as much courtesy as she would have
used in addressing gentlemen. "I wonder if you know that I am a
stranger in this great city? You are almost the first acquaintances
that I am making among the young people, and I have a fancy that I
would like to have you all for my friends. Suppose we enter into a
compact to be excellent and faithful friends to one another? What do
you say?"

What were they to say? They were slightly taken aback, surprised into
listening quietly to the close of the strange sentence, and then giving
no answer beyond violent nudges and aside looks. What did she mean?
Was she "chaffing" them? This was unlike the opening of any lesson.
It certainly could not be the first question on the lesson-paper; nor
did it sound like certain well-meant admonitions to "try to improve
the opportunity" and "learn all that they could." With each of these
commencements they were entirely familiar; but this was something new.

"Do you agree to the compact?" she asked, while they waited, her face
bright with smiles.

"Dunno about that," said one whom she very soon discovered occupied the
position of a ringleader; "as a general thing, we like to be kind of
careful about our friendships. We might strike something that wasn't
quite the thing with people in our position. You can't be too careful
in a big city, you know."

It is impossible to give you an idea of the impishness with which this
impudent answer was jerked out, to the great amusement of the others,
who laughed immoderately.

It suited Mrs. Roberts to treat the reply with perfect seriousness and
composure.

"That is very true," she said courteously; "but at the same time I
venture to hope that since you know nothing ill of me as yet, you
will receive me into a sort of conditional friendship, with the
understanding that I remain your friend until I am guilty of some
conduct that ought to justify you in deserting me. I am sure you cannot
object to that; and now, if we are to be friends, we should know each
other's names. I am Mrs. Evan Roberts, and I live at No. 76 East
Fifty-fifth Street. I shall be glad to see you at my house whenever
you would like to call on me. Now, will one of you be kind enough to
introduce himself and the class? Perhaps you will introduce me to your
friends?"

She looked directly at the ringleader.

"Certainly, certainly, mum!" he replied briskly. "This is Mr. Carrot
Pumpkins, at your service, mum—this fellow on my left, I mean; rather
a queer name I daresay you think. It all came of his being fond of
sitting astride a pumpkin when he was a little shaver, and of his hair
being exactly the colour of carrots, as you can see for yourself. And
this fellow on my right is Mr. Champion Chawer; so-called because he
can make the biggest run on tobacco of any of the set, taking him day
in and day out. That fellow at your elbow is 'Slippery Jim.' We don't
call him 'Mister,' because he doesn't stay long enough in one place to
have it tacked on to him. He is such a slippery scamp that an eel is
nowhere, compared to him."

During this rapid flow of words the listeners, who evidently admired
their leader became so convulsed with laughter as to lose all vestige
of respectability, and Mr. Durant's disturbed face appeared in view.

"Boys, this is perfectly disgraceful!" he said, speaking in sharp and
highly-excited tones—"Perfectly disgraceful! I don't know why you wish
to come here to disturb us in this way Sabbath after Sabbath! But we
have really endured enough. There is a policeman at the foot of the
stairs, and he can easily call others to his help; so now, if you wish
to remain here, you must behave yourselves."

During the deliverance of this sentence, some of the boys gave mimic
groans, one of them whistled, and others kept up a running comment.

"A policeman! Oh good! That's little Duffer, I know! We've seen him
before! Wouldn't mind giving him a chase to-day, just for exercise, you
know, mum."

"I say, boys, let's cut and run, the whole band of us. We can jump
these seats at one bound, and take the little woman along on our
shoulders for a ride! Shall we do it?" This from the leader, who in
time came to be known as "Nimble Dick."

"Bah! No!" replied a third. "Let's stick it out and see what she's got
to say; she's a new party. Besides, we can't give her the slip in that
way; we're friends of hers, you know."

"Mrs. Roberts," said the distressed Mr. Durant, in a not very good
undertone, "I think you will have to give it up. They are worse than
usual this morning. We have endured much from them, and I must say that
my patience is exhausted. Will you not take the seat at the other end
of the room?"

"Not unless they wish me to."

The people who had known Flossy Shipley well would have detected a
curious little quiver in her voice, which meant that she was making
a strong effort at self-control; but a stranger would hardly have
observed it.

"Do you wish me to go away, young gentlemen?"

The scamps thus appealed to looked at one another again, as if in doubt
what to say. This again was new ground to them. Policemen they were
accustomed to. At last Nimble Dick made answer:—

"No, I'm bound if we do; it comes the nearest to looking like a lark
of anything that we have had in a long time.—I say, parson, go off
about your business and let us alone. We was having a good time getting
acquainted till you come and spoiled it. We'll be as sober as deacons
at a prayer-meetin'. And look out how you insult this young woman;
she's a friend of ours, and we're bound to protect her. No asking of
her to change her seat; she's going to sit right here to the end of the
chapter."

Mr. Durant looked his willingness to summon the police at once; but
Mrs. Roberts's voice, evenly poised now, took up the story:—

"Thank you; then I will stay. And since it is getting late, suppose we
lose no more time. There was something about which I wanted to tell
you. But a few evenings ago I attended a gathering where I saw some
very singular things. A gentleman in the party was tied with a strong
rope, hands and feet, as firmly as two men could tie him—people who
knew how to tie knots, and they did their best; yet while we stood
looking at him, he shook his hand free and held it out to them. How do
you think it was done?"

"Sham knots," said one.

"No, for my husband was one of the gentlemen who tied him, and he
assured me that he tied the rope as firmly as he could. Besides, more
wonderful things than that were done. I tied my own handkerchief into
at least a dozen very hard knots, and gave it to him, and I saw him
put it in a glass of water, then seize it and shake it out, and the
knots were gone. I saw him take two clean glasses, and pour water from
a pitcher into one, and it seemed to turn instantly to wine. Then he
poured that glass of wine into the other empty glass, and immediately
it turned back to water, or seemed to. Dozens of other strange things
he did. I should really like to tell you about them all. I will, at
some other time; but just now I think you would like to know how he did
them?"

"How he did them!" "As if you could tell!" "Can you tell?" "Pitch in,
mum; I'd like to hear that part myself!" These were some of the eager
answers.

Had the little teacher, under the embarrassments of the occasion, taken
leave of her senses? Actually she was bending forward, opened Bible
turned face downward on her knee, engaged in describing, in somewhat
minute detail, the explanations of certain sleight-of-hand performances
which she had recently seen! What idea of the office of teacher, and
the solemnity of the truths to be taught, had she?

The boys were listening, their heads bent forward all around her. What
of that? They would have listened equally well to a graphically-told
story of a Fourth Avenue riot, and been equally benefited, you think?
They did not know just when the speaker slipped from the events of last
week to the events of more than three thousand years ago. Indeed, so
ignorant were they of all past history, that they were not even aware
that she went back into the past; for aught they knew, she might have
gone on Wednesday of last week to see the man who could untie knots
by magic, and on Thursday to see the men who could drop canes on the
ground that would appear to turn into wriggling serpents. But there was
one statement that proved too much for their credulity.

"You could not imagine what occurred next," said the bright-faced
teacher. "The cane or rod that the first man had dropped actually
opened its mouth and swallowed the other rods that seemed to be
serpents, and was left there alone in its triumph!"

"Oh, bosh!" said Nimble Dick, contempt expressed in the very curve
of his nose. "That's too steep; I don't believe a word of it! These
fellows can do lots of queer things—I've seen 'em perform myself; but
they never made a live thing yet; I've heard folks that know say so."

"Precisely what I wanted to reach," said Mrs. Roberts with animation.
"You are right; they never did; and you have discovered just the
difference between them and the one man of whom I have been telling
you. He worked by the power of God; he distinctly stated that he did,
and that God really turned his rod into a serpent, and allowed it to
swallow the imitations of life, and then turned it back again into a
rod, to show that nothing was beyond his power."

"Did you see the thing done?" questioned a young sceptic, running his
tongue into his cheek in a skilful way, and distorting his whole face
with a disagreeable leer. He began to suspect that he was being cheated
into listening to a Bible story.

Mrs. Roberts was prompt with her answer:—

"Oh no, I did not; neither did I see the great fire that you had in
this city about a year ago. At that time I was a thousand miles away;
and it so happens that I have never talked with any person who did see
it; yet I know there was a great fire, and many buildings were burned
and lives lost. It has been proved to me."

"Oh, well," said sceptic number two, while number one retired into
silence to speculate over this answer, "fires are common enough things;
anybody can know that they happen; but it ain't such a common affair
to see a stick turn into a serpent and swallow up other serpents. I've
seen them fellows make things that looked like snakes myself. I could
most swear to it that I'd seen them wriggle; but they never did no
swallowing."

"That is, they did not give unmistakable signs that they were alive.
But do you think it too strange a thing for God to do? Surely he can
make life. How is it that you are here, breathing, talking, thinking,
if there is no power anywhere to make life?"

"Oh, I came from a tadpole," said the boastful young scientist, putting
his thumbs under his arms, and affecting an air of great wisdom. "I
know all about that; I was there, and see the things wriggle."

Evolution staring her in the face in a corner class in a mission
school—a class that had been gathered from the slums! Mrs. Roberts did
not know that these are the very places in which to find it in all its
coarseness. Yet she made haste to meet the boy on his own ground.

"Very well, if you choose to take that view of it. Was not the tadpole
alive? Where did the life come from? You insist that the story I
have been telling you is untrue because you know that none of these
sleight-of-hand performers have ever or can ever make actual life—that
it is an impossible thing for human beings to do. Yet when I tell you
that God did it, you refuse the statement. How are you going to account
for life? If in its very lowest forms it cannot be made by men who have
given all their time to the study of the marvellous, how is it that it
is everywhere about us, unless I am correct, and there is a Power that
can produce life?"

Not a boy among them had heard the term "evolution," knew anything
about "the survival of the fittest." They were entirely ignorant
of "protoplasm" or "bioplasm;" yet not one of them but had caught
the meaning of some of these terms, as they had been translated for
them into the vernacular of the city slums; not one in the class but
perceived that their champion arguer had been met on his own ground and
vanquished.

Not with an outburst of horror; he had not even been informed that he
was irreverent. Nimble Dick delighted in making each teacher tell him
this. He had merely been replied to in the calmest of argumentative
tones, and called upon to account for the facts in his own statements,
and had been unable to do so.

The crowd broke into a derisive laugh, and were noisy, it is true,
and brought troubled frowns to the face of their superintendent, and
made the flush on Alfred Reid's face deepen; yet if both these anxious
watchers had known it, it was worthy of note that the laugh had been at
the expense of one of their number, and not at their teacher.

"Well, go on," interposed the youngest and quietest of the group. "Tell
us some more about your old fellow with his serpents. Did they stay
swallowed, and what did it all amount to, anyhow?"

Thus challenged, Mrs. Roberts gave her whole heart to the business of
giving, in as dramatic a manner as she could, the closing scenes in the
act performed in Egypt so long ago, carefully avoiding any reference
to time, and mentioning no names, using only modern terms, and an
exceedingly simple conversational form of language. She was, however,
presently interrupted with a question:—

"When did all this happen, and why don't somebody do something like it
nowdays?"

Ignoring the first question, Mrs. Roberts adroitly gave herself to the
second.

"Why don't you find your pleasure in tumbling around on the floor,
playing with a bright-coloured marble or two, as you did when a child?
The world was in its childhood when God taught the people in this way.
He has given them just as wonderful lessons since, but lessons more
suited to men and women who have learned to think and reason. We don't
like to be always treated as children."

Whether they really dimly understood the meaning or not is possibly
doubtful, yet it appealed to their sense of dignity in so indirect a
way, that they did not themselves realize what inclined them to quiet
for a moment, while she finished her sentence earnestly.

In the midst of the quiet, the closing-bell rang, and the seven young
scamps seemed at once to take into their hearts seven other spirits
worse than themselves, and behaved abominably during the closing
exercises, and tumbled out of the door over each other in the wildest
fashion the moment the signal was given, halting only to say, in the
person of their leader,—

"You be on hand next Sunday; we like your yarns first-rate."

Mrs. Roberts, with glowing cheeks and eyes behind which there were
unshed tears, made her way to the desk where Mr. Durant was standing,
and spoke quickly:—

"There is a difference between others who have tried it and myself, Mr.
Durant. The sentence in Mr. Reid's account that gave me courage was,
'Every one has failed, so far; people are unwilling to take the class a
second time.' I have failed, but I want to try again."
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"ANYTHING UNCOMMON ABOUT ME?"




THOUGH they rushed out with even more noise than usual, every
boy of them knew that the noise was to cover a certain sense of
shame-facedness, because they had actually been beguiled into listening
quietly for a few minutes to earnest words.

Directly they had reached the privacy of the street they became quieter.

"I say, boys," said Nimble Dick, "is that an awful green one, or a new
kind?"

"New, I should say," replied one of the younger boys; "she ain't like
anything that's been in that room since we got acquainted with it. I
don't know her style myself."

"What do you take it she meant by that stuff about being friends, and
telling us where she lived, and all that?"

"Dunno what she meant; but she ain't 'green,' you may bet your head on
that. I'll tell you what I think, boys: I b'lieve she knows what she is
about, every time."

What this sage conclusion amounted to, one not acquainted with the
dialect of the street might have been at a loss to understand; but the
rest of the party received it in grave silence and nods of the head, as
though it were a thought that needed careful investigation. In common
parlance, Jerry Tompkins had expressed the opinion that Mrs. Roberts
had some point to gain in being so uncommonly polite and attentive to
them, and they were curious to know what the motive could possibly be.

They considered the important question in silence until they reached
the next corner; then Nimble Dick, tossing back his head as one who had
thrown off an abstruse problem, and would have none of it, said:—

"Well, what next? We've got through with that fun for to-day. What are
you going to do, boys? Say we go around to Poke's, and see what is
going on there?"

To this proposition there was eager agreement from all the party save
one; he maintained a somewhat moody silence.

"What say, Dirk?" the leader asked, addressing him. "Are you ready for
Poke's?"

"No; I don't think I'll go around just now."

"What then? If you've got something better on hand, why don't you let a
fellow know? We're not dying for Poke's place."

"I haven't got a thing on hand; only I don't care about going there."

"Where, then?"

"Nowhere."

"Nowhere! Mean place. Too cold weather to stop in the streets. There
'll be a good fire at Poke's. You come along; don't go to getting the
sulks; it ain't becoming, just after you've been to Sunday school."

But the young fellow persisted in gloomily refusing to join them, and
presently they began to tease, in what they meant to be a good-natured
way.

"Dirk's struck," said one. "That yellow-haired party has got him by
the throat; I saw her looking at him most uncommon sharp, when she was
telling that biggest story of hers about the serpent that swallowed.
Dirk he thinks he's been swallowed by one of 'em; he feels it choking
in his throat."

"No," said another, "that ain't it; Dirk's a-going to get pious. That's
his last dodge; I've seen the spell coming on for some time. Didn't
you see him pick up that there Bible and lay it on the seat the other
Sunday, after Jerry's elbow knocked it off by mistake? I've been scared
about Dirk ever since; and now he won't go to Poke's! It's a bad sign.
I say, Dirk, maybe there's going to be a prayer-meeting down your way,
and you wouldn't mind letting us come?"

They expected him to laugh, but his face grow blacker than before, and
at last he said, in very significant tones:—

"You better hold up there, Scrawley, if you don't want to try the depth
of that gutter."

"Leave him be," said Nimble Dick quickly; "he's going into one of his
tantrums. When he begins like that, there's no end to the fighting
that's in him; and I don't want a row now,—it's too early in the day;
besides, I know something that's better fun. You fellows come along
with me, and let him go."

All this was said in a sort of undertone as Dirk strode on ahead; and
when, at another corner, he dashed down it, leaving them all, there was
no call after him. He was free to go where he would, and for reasons
that he himself could not have explained, he chose that it should be
home—that is, the place which he called home. It might not meet your
ideas of what a spot so named should be.

The road to it led through one of the meanest portions of the city.
Each foot of the way the houses seemed to grow more squalid-looking and
the streets filthier. The particular alley down which he dived at last
was narrower and blacker than any yet passed, and the cellar door which
he pushed open let him into the meanest-looking house in the row—a
long, low, dark room.

In one corner there was the remnant of a stove, braced up by bricks
and stones; but no fire was burning therein, though the day was cold.
Furniture there was none, unless the usual rickety table and two broken
chairs could be called by that name. A door was ajar that led into an
inner cellar, and a glimpse of piles of offensive-looking rags, that
were called "bed-clothes" by the family, might have given you an idea
of what their home life was, as hardly any other phase of it can. The
rags were not all in the farther cellar, however; a gay, patch-work
quilt, or at least one that had once been gay, but from which bits of
black cotton now oozed in every direction, seemed to have curled itself
in a heap against the one window. However, it moved soon after Dirk
opened the door, and showed itself to be more than a quilt. Inside was
a young girl, the quilt wrapped around her closely, drawn up about her
face and head, as if she would hide all but her eyes within, and try to
get rid of shivering.

"You home?" she said, her tones expressing surprise, but at the same
time indifference. "What is it for?"

"Because I wanted to come. Hasn't a fellow a right to come home if he
wants to?"

"Of course; and it's such a lovely home, and you are so fond of it, no
one need wonder at your coming in the middle of the day."

The sentence was sarcastic enough, but the tones were hardly so; they
expressed too much indifference even for sarcasm.

Dirk surveyed her thoughtfully; he seemed to have no answer ready.
In fact, his face wore almost a startled air, and really the thought
which presented itself for consideration was startling. Something about
the face of the girl, done up so grotesquely in her ragged quilt,
suggested the lady who had been his teacher at the mission! Could one
find a sharper contrast than existed between these two? Yet Dirk, as he
looked, could not get away from it.

"What are you staring at?" the girl asked presently, growing uneasy
over the fixedness of his gaze. "Do you see anything uncommon about me?"

"Where's mother?" he asked, dropping his eyes and turning from her.

"In there, asleep. You needn't talk quite so loud; it won't hurt her to
get a bit of rest. She sat up till morning, poking at your old coat."

Dirk looked down at it thoughtfully. There had been an attempt to make
it decent, although the setting of the patches showed an unpractised
hand, and they were of a strikingly different colour from the coat
itself.

"You might have done it for her, then, in the daytime," he said
briefly; and added, "Where's father?"

The girl shrugged her shoulders.

"How should I know? Where he is most of the time. You know more about
it than I do, or ought to; you live on the street."

He gave her an answer which seemed to surprise her:—

"I say, Mart, what is the use in being so horrid cross all the time?"

"You are so good-natured," she said, "and everything is so nice and
pleasant around me, it is a wonder that I should ever be cross!"

"That's all lost, Mart, for I never said I was good-natured, nor
thought I was; and if I don't know just how hateful things are, I
should like to know who does! But, after all, what good does it do to
snarl? Why couldn't you and me say a good-natured word once in a while,
just for a change?"

"Try it," she said; "I wish you would! I'm so tired of things as they
now are that most any change would be fine. But I'll risk your doing
much in that line; it isn't in you."

What was there in this cross girl to remind any one in his senses
of Mrs. Evan Roberts? Yet, even as she spoke that last ungracious
sentence, she turned a little, so that a slant beam of sunshine, one
of the few that ever found their way into this dreary room, laid a
streak of light just across her hair, yellowing it until it was almost
the shade that he had noted in the lady at the mission; and he thought
of her again, and wondered curiously whether, if Mart were dressed in
the shining black dress, and fur wraps, and feather-decked bonnet that
the lady had worn, she would really resemble her. How would Mart look
dressed up, he wondered—even decently dressed, as the girls were whom
he met on the streets? He had never seen her in anything much more
becoming than the ragged quilt. He was studying her in a way that Mart
did not in the least understand. She broke the spell suddenly again:—

"Have you had any dinner?"

"Dinner? Why, no! Of course not. Where would I find that sort of thing?
I looked all up and down the streets, and smelled plenty of it, but not
a bite did I get."

"Where have you been?"

"Oh, around in several places; not much of anywhere."

"I know where you've been,—" a severe light coming into her eyes;
"you've been down to the South End, and if I was you, I'd be ashamed of
myself! I know how you fellows go on down there. Sallie Calkins goes,
and she told me all about it. She said that she was ashamed to live
in the same street with any of you, and that none of the folks in the
mission knew what to do with you, and the next thing you knew you would
all be marched off to the lock-up."

"Let them try it," muttered Dirk, his face growing darker; "we'd make
that street too hot to hold them in short order if they played at any
such game as that, and I guess they know it."

"Well, anyhow, I wouldn't be meaner and lower down than I had to be,
Dirk Colson! It is bad enough as it is—a drunkard for a father, and we
nothing more than beggars! But I'd behave myself half-way decent when I
went among folks that wanted to be good to me, or else I'd stay away."

"Look here! You keep your preaching for them that wants to hear it; I
don't. A fellow can't come home without having a row; if it isn't of
one kind, it's another. I wonder I ever come home at all."

Dirk was angry now, and his dark, thin face looked fierce with passion.

His sister kept the curiously composed tone and manner with which she
had said all her exasperating things.

"I wonder you do," she said. "I suppose you get starved, and can't help
it, now and then. There's some dinner I saved for you. If you want it,
eat it, and then take yourself to some place that suits you better."

As she spoke, she jerked open the door of a little cupboard near which
she stood, and brought therefrom a much-cracked plate, on which lay
a baked potato, with one end broken or bitten off, then carefully
replaced, as if the owner might have had a second thought as to its
disposal; a bit of corn-bread, somewhat burned, and half of a roasted
apple.

Meagre as the fare was for a hungry boy, there was more variety than he
had expected, and something in the simple preparation touched him and
quieted his anger.

"Where did this come from?" he asked, taking in the unaccustomed morsel
of apple with two eager bites. "I tell you that is good!"

"Sallie Calkins gave it to me last night. She got one give to her
somewhere."

Just as the last bite was gone, it occurred to Dirk first to wonder,
and then to be almost certain, that his sister, having shared the
apple, had saved her entire share for him. It was not the first time he
had known of such an effort on her part to supply him with food. Had he
thought of it sooner, he would certainly have left a bit of the dainty
for her; but no thought of telling her so, for an instant crossed his
mind.

Neither had she, on her part, the slightest idea of describing to him
with what care and patience she and Sallie had roasted the choice
morsel before Sallie's fire, only last night—Sallie's father being
fortunately late in coming, and so giving them a chance; then she had
borne hers home in a bit of paper, and carefully guarded it all day,
just for this hour. Also, she might have told him that she bit the end
from the potato before she remembered that there would be none left for
him, and then fitted it on again as best she could, and went without.
She would not have told him for worlds. Why? She could not have
explained why. Something within her shrank from letting him know, not
that she sacrificed for him, but that she cared enough for him to want
to do it!

Potato and corn-bread were gone, to the last crumb; it seemed to Dirk
that there had been only enough of them to show him how hungry he was.

"I suppose there isn't anything more?" he said wistfully, with the
rising inflection, indeed, but not as one who had any idea of receiving
an affirmative answer.

"I should think there wasn't!"—defiance in the tone. "There's a piece
of bread that I kept for mother's supper, and I mean she shall have it."

"Well, don't bite me! I'm perfectly willing that she shall. Isn't there
anything for a fire?"

"Only some chips that I'm saving till mother has her nap out."

"You better go to bed yourself, then; it's awful cold here."

"I ain't going to stir from this corner so long as this streak of light
lasts. It isn't so very often I see it that I can afford to lose it."

Her brother turned and looked at her. She had gathered the folds of the
ragged quilt about her again, and was crouching at the low window, and
the very last gleam that the sunshine would vouchsafe them came and
glimmered in her hair.

There it was again—that mysterious, haunting resemblance! What would
Mart think if he told her of it? Probably that he was trying to poke
fun at her. At least, he should not experiment. Yet he could not help
wondering again how Mart would look if she were dressed like other
people.

"I say, Mart," he began suddenly, breaking the stillness, "let's you
and I get out of this, where it is warmer. Come and take a walk down on
the avenue; the sun will shine yet for half an hour and it is real warm
and bright."

"In this quilt?" she asked significantly, looking down at it.

The boy's face darkened.

"Hasn't your shawl got out of pawn yet?"

"How should it?"

He flung himself angrily out of the broken chair, picked up his ragged
cap, and strode angrily and noisily across the room, out at the door,
stumbling up the steps, like one half-blind with disgust or rage, and
went on swift feet down the street out of sight. And Mart, poor Mart,
left thus to solitude, let the last beam of the sun go without watching
and buried her face in the ragged quilt and cried.
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