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            Chapter
       I.
   

            The old curiosity shop.
   

         

         One evening an Old Gentleman was taking a walk in the city of London, when some one spoke to him in a soft, sweet voice that fell pleasantly upon his ears. He turned hastily round, and found at his elbow a pretty little girl of some thirteen summers, who begged to be directed to a certain street which was in quite another part of London.

         "It is a very long way from here, my child," said the Old Gentleman.

         "I know that, sir," she replied timidly. "I am afraid it is a very long way, for I came from there to-night."

         "Alone?" said the Old Gentleman.

         "Oh yes; I don't mind that. But I am a little afraid now, for I have lost my road."

         "And what made you ask it of me? Suppose I should tell you wrong?"

         "I am sure you will not do that," said the little maiden. "You are such a very old gentleman, and walk so slow yourself."

         As the child spoke these words a tear came into her clear eye, and her slight figure trembled as she looked up into the Old Gentleman's face.

         "Come," said he, "I'll take you there."

         She put her hand in his as if she had known him from her cradle; and they trudged away together, the little creature rather seeming to lead and take care of the Old Gentleman than he to be protecting her.

         "Who has sent you so far by yourself?" said he.

         "Somebody who is very kind to me, sir."

         "And what have you been doing?"

         "That I must not tell," said the child.

         The Old Gentleman looked at the little creature with surprise, for he wondered what kind of errand it might be that made her unwilling to answer the question. Her quick eye seemed to read his thoughts. As it met his she added that there was no harm in what she had been doing, but it was a great secret—a secret which she did not even know herself.

         This was said with perfect frankness. She now walked on as before, talking cheerfully by the way; but she said no more about her home, beyond remarking that they were going quite a new road, and asking if it were a short one.

         At length, clapping her hands with pleasure and running on before her new friend for a short distance, the little girl stopped at a door, and remaining on the step till the Old Gentleman came up, knocked at it when he joined her. When she had knocked twice or thrice there was a noise as if some person were moving inside, and at length a faint light was seen through the glass of the upper part of the door. As this light approached very slowly it showed clearly both what kind of person it was who advanced and what kind of apartment it was through which he came.

         He was a little old man, with long gray hair, whose face and figure, as he held the light above his head and looked before him, could be plainly seen. The place through which he made his way was one of those found in odd corners of the town, and known as "curiosity shops." There were suits of mail standing like ghosts in armour here and there; rusty weapons of various kinds; twisted figures in china, and wood, and iron, and ivory; curtains, and strange furniture that might have been designed in dreams.

         The thin, worn face of the little old man was suited to the place. He might have groped among old churches, and tombs, and deserted houses, and gathered all the spoils with his own hands. As he turned the key in the lock he looked at the Old Gentleman with some surprise. The door being opened, the child addressed him as her grandfather, and in a few words told him the little story of her meeting with her new friend.

         "Why, bless thee, child," said the old man, patting her on the head, "how couldst thou miss thy way? What if I had lost thee, Nell!"

         "I would have found my way back to you, grandfather," said the child boldly. "Never fear."

         The old man kissed her, then turned to the stranger, and begged him to walk in. He did so. The door was closed and locked. Going first with the light, the old man led the way into a small sitting-room behind the shop. From this apartment another door opened into a kind of closet, in which stood a little bed that a fairy might have slept in, it looked so very small and was so prettily draped. The child took a candle and tripped into this little room, leaving the two old men together.

         In a few moments, however, the door of the closet opened and the child came back, her light-brown hair hanging loose about her neck, and her face flushed with the haste she had made to return. She at once set about preparing supper. The Old Gentleman was surprised to see that everything was done by the child, and that there appeared to be no other persons in the house. When she left the room for a moment he expressed his surprise, and the old man replied that there were few grown persons as careful and useful as she.

         "It always grieves me," said the visitor, "to see children entering on the duties of life when they are scarcely more than infants."

         "It will do her no harm," said the old man, looking steadily at his guest. "The children of the poor know but few pleasures. Even the cheap delights of childhood must be bought and paid for."

         "But—forgive me for saying this—you are surely not so very poor," said the Old Gentleman.

         "She is not my child, sir," returned the old man. "Her mother was my daughter, and she was poor. I save nothing, not a penny, though I live as you see; but"—he leaned forward to whisper—"she shall be rich one of these days and a fine lady. Don't you think ill of me because I use her help. She gives it cheerfully, as you see, and it would break her heart if she knew that I suffered anybody else to do for me what her own little hands can do so well."

         At this moment the child again returned, and the old man, motioning his visitor to come to the table, broke off and said no more.

         They had scarcely begun their repast when there was a knock at the door, and Nell, bursting into a hearty laugh, said it was no doubt dear old Kit come back at last.

         "Foolish Nell," said her grandfather, fondling with her hair. "She always laughs at poor Kit." Then he took up a candle, and went to open the door. When he came back Kit was at his heels.

         Kit was a shock-headed, clumsy lad, with a very wide mouth, very red cheeks, a turned-up nose, and a very comical look on his face. He at once carried a large slice of bread and meat into a corner, and began to eat greedily.

         "Ah!" said the old man, turning to his guest with a sigh, as if he had spoken to him at that very moment, "you don't know what you say when you tell me that I don't consider her."

         "You must not think too much of what I said, my friend," said the other.

         "No," returned the old man thoughtfully, "no.—Come hither, Nell."

         The little girl hastened from her seat, and put her arm round his neck.

         "Do I love thee, Nell?" said he. "Say, do I love thee, Nell, or no?"

         The child only answered by her caresses, and laid her head upon his breast.

         "Why dost thou sob?" said the grandfather, pressing her closer to him. "Is it because thou know'st that I love thee, and dost not like that I should seem to doubt it? Well, well; then let us say I love thee dearly."

         "Indeed, indeed you do," replied the child. "Kit knows you do."

         Kit, who in eating his bread and meat had been swallowing two-thirds of his knife at every mouthful with the coolness of a juggler, stopped short and bawled, "Nobody isn't such a fool as to say he doesn't," after which he took a huge sandwich at one bite.

         "She is poor now," said the old man, patting the child's cheek, "but, I say again, the time is coming when she shall be rich. It has been a long time coming, but it must come at last. A very long time, but it surely must come. It has come to other men, who do nothing but waste time and money. When will it come to me?"

         "I am very happy as I am, grandfather," said the child.

         "Tush, tush!" returned the old man, "thou dost not know; how shouldst thou?" Then he muttered again between his teeth, "The time must come—I am very sure it must. It will be all the better for coming late;" and then he sighed, and still holding the child between his knees, appeared to be insensible to everything around him. By this time it was very near midnight, and the Old Gentleman rose to go, a movement which recalled his host to himself.

         "One moment, sir," he said.—"Now, Kit—near midnight, boy, and you still here! Get home, get home, and be true to your time in the morning, for there's work to do. Good-night!—There, bid him good-night, Nell, and let him be gone."

         "Good-night, Kit," said the child, her eyes lighting up with merriment and kindness.

         "Good-night, Miss Nell," returned the boy.

         "And thank this gentleman," said the old man, "but for whose care I might have lost my little girl to-night."

         "No, no, master," said Kit; "that won't do, that won't."

         "What do you mean?" cried the old man.

         "I'd have found her, master," said Kit; "I'd have found her if she was above ground. I would, as quick as anybody, master. Ha, ha, ha!"

         Once more opening his mouth and shutting his eyes and laughing loudly, Kit gradually backed to the door and roared himself out.

         When he had gone, and the child was busily clearing the table, the old man said,—

         "I haven't seemed to thank you enough, sir, for what you have done to-night, but I do thank you, humbly and heartily; and so does she, and her thanks are worth more than mine. I should be sorry that you went away and thought I was unmindful of your goodness, or careless of her; I am not, indeed."

         The Old Gentleman said he was sure of that from what he had seen. "But," he added, "may I ask you a question?"

         "Ay, sir," replied the old man; "what is it?"

         "This delicate child," said the other, "with so much beauty and brightness—has she nobody to care for her but you?"

         "No," he returned, looking anxiously into the other's face, "no, and she wants no other."

         Seeing that he seemed excited and impatient, the visitor turned to put on an outer coat which he had thrown off on entering the room, meaning to say no more. He was surprised to see the child standing by with a cloak upon her arm, and in her hand a hat and stick.

         "Those are not mine, my dear," said the visitor.

         "No," returned the child quietly, "they are grandfather's."

         "But he is not going out to-night."

         "Oh yes, he is," said the child with a smile.

         "And what becomes of you, my pretty one?"

         "Me! I stay here, of course. I always do."

         The stranger looked towards the old man, but he had turned away his head. Then he looked back to the slight, gentle figure of the child. Alone! In that gloomy place all the long, dreary night!

         Nell, however, seemed to have no thought for herself, but cheerfully helped her grandfather with his cloak, and when he was ready, took a candle to light the way to the street door.

         When they reached the door, the child, setting down the candle, turned to say goodnight, and raised her face to kiss the visitor. Then she ran to her grandfather, who folded her in his arms and bade God bless her.

         "Sleep soundly, Nell," he said in a low voice, "and angels guard thy bed! Do not forget thy prayers, my sweet."

         "No, indeed," said the child; "they make me feel so happy."

         "That's well; I know they do—they should," said the old man. "Bless thee a hundred times! Early in the morning I shall be home."

         "You'll not ring twice," returned the child. "The bell wakes me, even in the middle of a dream."

         With this they parted. The child opened the door (now guarded by a shutter which the boy had put up before he left the house), and with another farewell, held it until the two men had passed out. Her grandfather paused a moment while it was gently closed and fastened on the inside, and then walked on at a slow pace.

         At the street corner he stopped. Looking at his guest with a troubled face, he said that their ways were widely different, and that he must here take his leave. The Old Gentleman would have spoken, but the other hurried quickly away, and was soon lost in the darkness.
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