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AN INDEPENDENT THINKER.

BY MARY E. WILKINS,

Esther Gay's house was little and square, and mounted on

mmﬂu A stair led up to the door on the left side. Morn-
climbed up the ili of

the other side were cov:

with

in the sun. e was ing for church, and a

many . They could look in on her, see
very what she was doing. time a p went by
she pursed her thin old lips ti 9 poin up her nose
higher, and kni! ercely. Her skinny shoulders jerked.

caught her This was a little
By and by the bell had stop tolling, and even the
late church-goers had creaked briskly out of t. The street,

Presently a woman appeared in a little flower garden in
front of the opposite house. Shcmg?iwanos:f\y. She
little and spare, and she bent over flowers with a stiff-
ness as of stiff wires. It seemed as if it would take mechanical
force to spring her up again.

Esther “It's dretful hard work for her to git
around,” she muttered to herself.

l"lnl.ll{ she laid down her knitting and calléd across to her.
“Laviny!" said she.

The woman came out to the gate with some marigolds and
candytuft in her hand. Her dim blue eyes blinked in the light.
She ed over and smiled with a sort of helpless inquiry.

by e over here a minute.”

“J—guess I--cant.”

Esther was very deaf. She could not hear a word, but she
saw the deprecating shake of the head, and she knew well

nonﬁ!x.

“rd likeg know t: you can"t., a minute. You kin hear
your mother the minute s! S,

The woman ced ham: the house, then she looked
over at Esther. Her streaked ligl‘xl:dmr hung in half curls over
her wide crocheted collar; she a little, narrow, wrinkled
face, but her cheeks were as red as roses.

“I guess I'd better not. It's Snnda)").
Her timid voice could by no possi
€ars across t.ke Way.

“J—guess I'd better not—as long as it's Sunday.”

Esther's strained attention caught the last word, and
guessed at the rest from a knowledge of the speaker.

“Stuff,” said she, with a suiff through her delicate, uptilted
nostrils. *“I'd like to know how much worse 'tis for you to step
over here a minute, an’ tell me how she is when I can't hear
across . than to stop am’ talk comin’ out o’ meetin’;
you'd do that quick enough. You're strainin’, Laviny "

Lavinia, as if overwhelmed by the nment, cast one
anxious glance back at the house and came through the gate.

Just then a feeble, tremulous voice, with a wonderfu! qual-
ity of fine sharpness in it, broke forth behind her.

“Laviny, Laviny, where be you goin’'t Come back here.”

Lavinia, wheeling with such precipitate vigor that it sug-
gested a creak, went up the path.

i | wa‘n‘g; goin’ any where, mother,” she called out. *“ What's

matter
“You can't pull the wool over my eyes. I seed you agoin
out the F\tc.“

Lavinia's mother was over ninety and bedridden. That
infinitesimal face which had through the stages of
beauty, commonplac sness, and now arrived
at that of the fine grotesqueness which has, as well as beauty,
a certain charm of its own, peered out from its great feather
pillows. The skin on the pinched face was of a dark-yellow
color, the eyes were like black points, the tiny, sunken mouth
had a sardonic pucker.

* Ksther jest wanted me to come over there a minute. She
wanted to ask after you,” said Lavinia, standing beside the
bed, holding her flowers.

“Hey?!"

“She jest wanted me_to come over an’ tell her how you
was.”

*“ How I was?”

“Yes”

“Did you tell her I was miser’ble?™

“ 1 didnt go, mother.”

] seed you a-goin’ out the gate.”

“i{mum-. back. She couldn’t hear ‘thout I went way over.”

“Hey?™

“It'sall right, mother,” screamed Lavinia. Then she went

ou know,” said she.
ility reach those deaf

id

about putting the flowers in water.
T

he old woman' little eyes followed her, with a sharp light
like steel.

“1 ain’t goin’ to hev you guin' over to Ksther Gay's, Sab-
bath-day,” she went on, her thin voice rasping out from her
Eillows like a file. “She ain’t no kind of a girl. Wa'n't she

nittin'?"

“Hey!"

* Yes, she was knittin', mother.”

“Wa'n't knittin'?”

*Y-e-g, she was.”

1 knowed it. Stayin’ home from meetin’ an’ knittin. 1
ain’t goin’ to hev you over thar, Laviny.”

KEsther Gay, over in her window, held her Kknitting up
higher and knitted with fury. **H'm, the old lady called her
back,” said she. * If they want to show out they kin, 'm goin’
to do what I think’s right.” )

The morning-glories on the house were beautiful this
morning. the purple and white and rosy ones stood out with a
soft crispness. Esther Gay's house was not so pretty in winter
—there was no paint on it, and some crooked outlines showed.
It was a poor little structure, but Esther owned it free of
encumbrances. She had also a pension of ninety-six dollars
which served her for support. She considered herself well-to-
do. There was not enough for anything besides necessaries,
but Esther was one who had always looked upon necessaries as
luxurics. Her sharp eyes saw the farthest worth of things.
When she bought a ‘mlf»cnnl of pine wood with an allotment
of her pension money, she saw in a vision all the warmth and
utility which could cver come from it. When it was heaped
up in the space under the house which she used for a wood-
shed, she used to go and look at it.

Esther Gay does think so much of her own things”
people said. . o o .

hat little house, which with its precipitous stair and fes-
toons of morning-glories had something of a foreign pictur
esqueness, looked to her like a real palace. She paid a higher
tax upon it than she should have done. A\ lesser one had been
levied, and regarded by her asan insult. My house is worth
moren that,” she had told the assessor with an indignant
bridle. She paid the increased tax with cheerful pride, and
frequently spoke of it.  To-day she often glanced from her
knitting around the room. There wasa certain beauty in it
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lounge covered with Bmssol& tnd her shining cooking-stove.

surveyei hor granddnughtor Halty when she Tetrasd from

Wi you've home, aint you?!” she said, when the
" ol girl, with her pale. Sharp face, which was like her

mother's, stood before her. Hatty in her meeting-gown
of light-brown delaine and her white meeting-hat trimmed
with light-brown ribbous and blue flowers was not pretty, but
the old woman admired her.

“Yes.” said Hatty. Then she went into her little bedroom
to take off her things. There wasa slow ness about her.
She never talked much, even to her grand! ST

“\'oukingit‘yloumthin'mmit you want it,” said the
old woman. “I don’t want to stop myself till I git this heel
domywas Heury to meetin’?™

“Yes "

{lishtheranmolher!

“ '&"

Henry was the young man who had been ing attention
La; Ha'ty. Her grandmother was proud and pleased ; she liked

m.

Hatty generally went to church Sunday evenings, and the
F;_ung man escorted her home, and eune&yinand made a call.
g night the girl did not go to church as usual. Ksther was
as

“ Why, .in\youqoin' to meetin’!” said she.
::.\'o; imnot.

I thought s, W
“Why o )
The old woman looked at hér s The tea things

harply.

were cleared away, and she was at her knitting again, a little
]amp at her elbow, -

tly H went out and sat at the head of the stairs,
in the twilight. sat there by herself until meeting was
over, and had straggling by for some time.
Then she went downstairs, and joined a young man who passed
at the foot of them. She was gone half an hour.
ren;;'ned.wm hev you been?” asked her grandmother, when she

“1 went out a little way.”

“HWho with?”

* Henry.”

“ Why didn't he come in?™

* He thought he wouldn't.”

“]I don't see why.”

Hatty said nothing. She lit her candle to go to bed. Her
little thin face was imperturbable.

She worked in a shop, and earned a little money. Her
grandmother would not touch a dollar of it ; what she did not
need to spend for herself she made her save. Lately the old
woman had been considering the advisability of her taking a
sum from the savings bank to buy a silk dress. She thought

she might need it soon.

Monday, she nl()ou the subject.

* Hatty," said “I've been thinkin'—don't you believe
it would be a good plan for you to take a little of your money
out of the bank an’ buy you a nice dress?™

Hatty never answered al:iekly. She looked at her grand-
mother, then she kept on with her sewing. It wasafter supper,
her shop work was done, and she was sitting at the table
with her needle. She seemed to be counsidering her grand-

mother’s remark.

The old woman waited a moment, then she proceeded :
“I've been thinkin'—you ain’'t never had any real nice dress,
you know—that it would be a real good plan for you to take
some money, nOW you've got it, an’ buy youasilk one. You
ain’t never had one, an’ you're old en to.”

Still Hatty sewed, and said nothing.

“You might waunt to go somewhar,” continued Esther,
“an'—well, of course, if hin’ should hap?lcn. if Henry
It's as well not to hev to do everythin’ all to once, an’ it's
consider’ble work to make a silk dress—— Why don't you say
somethin’?™

1 don't want any silk dress.”

“I'd like to know why not ?™

Hatty made no reply.

* Look here, Hatty, you an' Henry Little ain't had no trou-
ble, hev you?!™

“Idon’t know as we have.”

“What?”

“1don’t know as we have.”

f

‘- Hatty Gay, I know there’s somethin’ the matter. Now
you jest tell me what ‘tis. Ain't he comin’ here no more ™

ddenly the girl curved her arm around on the table, and
laid her face down on it. She would ngt speak another word.
She did not seem to be crying, but she sat there, hiding her
little plain, uncommunicative face.

* Hatty Gay, ain't he comin’'?! Why ain't he comin’?™

Hatty would give the old woman no information. All she
got was that obtained from ensuin% events. Henry Little dia
not come ; she ascertained that. The weeks went on, and he
l]liad never once climbed those vine-wreathed stairs to see

atty.

Esther fretted and questioned. One day, in the midst of
her nervous conjectures, she struck the chord in Hatty which
vibrated with information.

“1 hope you wan't too forrard with Henry, Hatty,” said
the old woman. * You didnt act too anxious arter him, did
you! That's apt to turn fellows.”

Then Hatty spoke. Some pink spots flared out on her
quiet, pale cheeks.

*“Grandma,” said she, “ I'll tell you, if you want to know,
what the trouble is. I wasn't goin’ to, because I didn’t want to
make you feel bad ; but if you're goin’ to throw out such things
!Llh; lha'\! to me I don't care. Henry's mother don't like you,
there!”

“What ™

* Henry's mother don't like you.”

o l\!m!_‘l like me?™

No.

*“Why, what hev I done?! I don't see what you mean,
Hatty Gay.”

*Grace Borter told me. Mrx. Little told her mother. Then

asked him, an’ he owned up it was so.”

* I'd like to know what she said.”

Hatty went on pitilessly. *She told Grace's mother she
didn't want her son to marry into the Gay tribe anyhow. She
didn’t think much of ‘ema.  She said any girl whose folks didn’t
keep Sunday, an’ stayed away from meetin’ an’ worked, would
n't amount to much.’

* 1 don't believe she said it.”

**She did. Henry said his mother took on so he was afraid
she'd die if he didn't give it up.”

Exsther sat up straight. She seemed to bristle out suddenly
with points, from her knitting needles to her sharp elbows :\m)l
thin chin and nose. * Well, he kin give it up, then. if he wants
to, for all me. lain’t goin’ to give up my principles fir him, nor
any of his folks, an’ they'll find it out.  You kin git somebody
else jest as good as he s

* 1 don’t want anybody else.”

* H'm, you needn’t have ‘em. then ef you ain’t got no more
sperit. 1 shouldn’t think you'd want your grandmother to
give up doin’” what's right yourself, Hatty Gay.”

* Lain't sure it is right.>

*Ain't sure it’s right.  Then I s’pose you think it would be
better for an old woman thats stone deaf, and can't hear a
word of the preachin’, to go to meetin’ an’ set there, doin’
nothin’ two hours, instead of stayin® to home an’ knittin', to
airn a leetle money to give to the Lord. All I've got to say is,
vou kin think so, then. 'm a’goin to do what'sright, no matter

what happens.”

Hatty said nothing more. She took up her sewing again :
her grandmother kept glancing at her.  Finally she said. in a
mollifying voice. ™ Why don’t you go an’ git you a leetle picce
of that cake in the cupboand ; you didn't eat no supper hardly. ™

“Tdon’t want any.” :
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“Well, if you want to make yourself sick, an’ go without
eatin’, you kin.” -

Hsttg did without edting much thro the following ™
weeks. e hﬁunke nights, too, staring pitifully into ..'.‘,%
darkness, but she did not make herself ill. There wasan un-
flis strength in that little, meaﬁn body, which h{ even
back of own will. It would take for her lack of spirit
to break her down eatirely, but her m&mother did not know
that. She watched her and worried. Still, she had not the
least idea of nfl n&ln. She knitted more zealously than ever
Sundays; i d‘lu??hmlt. to her possibly distorted percep-

vi

rdmus
l.iongh: knil on week days too. swilk‘?ngs. reeled off
veaway every cent which she earned,
the direction of her giving. Kven

Hngxdld know of it.

weeks after Hatty's lover left, the old woman across
died. After the funeral, when measures were taken
‘ot.lt..l?e settlement of mmw.itwa?'dmeovemdthat‘:lj Lte
il Was eaten u y a mortgage the
inmtmp'l““lrgtwo olﬁm Yived upon the small house
and the few acres of land for the last ten years, ever since
Lavinia's father had died. He had grubbed away in a boot
shop and earned enough for their frugal support as long as he
lived. Lavinia had never been able to work for her own
b [aviny Dodge will have to go to

“Whatt”

“The Laviny Dodge has got to go to the poorhouse.”

“I do:’:‘?h{alie\'e a word on't.”

‘ They say it's so.” N

That afterncon Ksther went over to ascertain the truth of
the report for herself. She found Lavinia sitting alone in the
kitchen, crying. KEsther went right in, and stood looking at
h

er.

“It's so, ain’t it?” said she. N

Lavinia started. There was a momentary glimpse of a red,
distorted face; then she hid it n, and went on rocking her-
self to and fro and sobbing. e had seated herself in the
rocking-chair to weep. . ** Yes,” she wailed, “it’s so! I've got
to Mr. Barnes come in an’ said I had this mornin’; there
aing,o;m other way. I've—got—to go. Oh, what would mother
have said!” N

Esther stood still, looking.
you know it,” she remarked. .

“Oh, I didn't s'pose it was quite so near gone! I thought
mebbe I could stay—as long as 1 lived.”

“ You'd oughter hev kept account.”

“] s’pose I hed, but 1 never knew much ’bout money
matters, an’ mother, she was too old. Father was
real sharp, ef he'd lived. Oh, I've got togo! I never thought
it would come to this!” o

“]1 don't think you're fit to do any work.

“No: they say I ain’t. My rhcumatism has been worse
lately. It's been hard work for me to crawl round an’ wait on
mother. I've got to go. O Esther, it’sawful to think I can't
die in my own home! Now I've got--to die in the poorhouse!
I‘ve—ﬁot.—to die in the poorhouse! =

“I've got to go now, " said Esther. .

« Don_:t. g0. You ain’t but jest come. Iain’t got a soul to

“A place gets run out afore

to.
“I'll come in agin arter supper,” said Esther, and went out
resolutely, with Lavinia wailing after her to come back. At
home, she sat down and deliberated. She had a long talk with
Hatty when she returned. * I don't care,” was all she could
get out of the girl, who was more silent than usual. She ate
ver;i little supper.

t was eight o'clock when Esther went over to the

house. The windows were all dark. *“‘Land, I believe she's
gone to bed,” said the old woman, fumbling along through the
{e&ld. The doo‘:e'viv;:s li:st, so she l;ocked. * Laviny, Laviny,

you e to viny Dodge?”
“Wﬁ?:is it?” said a quavering voice on the other side,

sently.
“It'sme. You gone tebed "
*“It's you, Mis’ Gay, ain't it?”

“Yes. Let mein. I want to see you a minute.”

Then Lavinia opened the door and stood there, her old
knees knocking ufether with cold and nervousness. She had
g& out of bed and put a plaid shawl over her shoulders when

e heard Esther.

*] want to come in jest a minute,” said Esther. “ I hadn't
any idee m‘d be gone to » X

The had gone out, and it was chilly in the kitchen,

where the two women sat down. N
“ You'll ketch your death of cold in your nightgown,” said

Esther. “You'd better git somethin’ more to put over you.”
*Idon't keer if I do ketch cold,” said Lavinia, with an air
of feeble reckl s, which sat oddly upon her.
* Laviny Dodge, don't talk so.”

“Idon’t keer. I'd ruther ketch my death of cold than not ;
then I shouldn’t have to die in the poorhouse.” The old head,
Ln itsagme cotton nightcap, cocked itself sideways, with pitiful

ravado.

Esther rose, went into the bedroom, got a quilt and put it
over Lavinia's knees. *“ There,” said she, *“you hev that over

ou. There ain’t no sense in your talkin' that way. You're
Jest a-flyin’ in the face of Providence, an’ Providence don't
mind the little flappin’ you kin make, any more than a barn
does a swaller.”

“ I can't help it.”

“What?”

“I—can’t help it.” .

.. *“Yes you kin help it, too. Now, I'll tell you what I've
come over here for. I've been thinkin' on't all the arternoon,
an’ I've made up my mind. I want you to come over and live
with me.”

Lavinia sat feebly staring at her. ** Live with you!”

“Yes. I've got my house an’ my pension, an’ I pick ug
some with my knittin’. Two won’t cost much more'n one.
reckon we kin git along well enough.”

Lavinia said nothing, she still sat staring. She looked

KEsther n to feel hurt.
come,” she said stiftly, at last.
¢ Lavinia shivered. * There's jest—one thing
menced. .
“ What?"
**There’s jest one thing—"
“ What's that?”
“1 dunno what Mother— You're real good ; but—
Oh, I don't see how I kin come, Esther!”
. “Why not? If there's any reason why you don't want to
live with me, I want to know what 'tis.” s
Lavinia was crying. *“Ican't tell you,” she sobbed ; * but
mother If—you didn’t work Sundays. Oh!”
* Then you mean to say you'd ruther go to the poorhouse

‘““Mebbe you don't want to

" she com-

than come to live with me, Lavinia Dodge?

“I—can’t help it.”

* Then, all 1've got to say is, you kin go.”

Esther went home, and said no more. Ina few days she,
peering around her curtain, saw r Lavinia Dodge, a lltt.l“:i
trembling, shivering figure, hoisted into the poorhouse cove
wagon, and driven off. After the wagon was out of sight she
sat down and cried.

It was/ early in the afternoon. Hatty had just gone to her
work, havi scarcely tasted her dinner. Her grandmother
had worked hard to get an cxtra one to-day, too, but she had
no heart to eat. Her mournful silence, which seemed almost
obstinate, made the old woman at once angry and wretched.
Now she wept over Lavinia Dodge and Hatty, and the two
causes combined made bitter tears. .

“ 1 wish to the land,” she cried out loud once,—**I wish to
the land 1 could find some excuse, but I ain’'t goin’ to give up
what I'think’s right.”

Esther Gay had never been so miserable in her life as she
was for the three months after Lavinia Dodge left her home.
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and sold them toa
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