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MIKE HOLLIN'S nineteenth birthday was eventful. To have you understand
how eventful, it is necessary to draw Mike's portrait. He was the seventh
child of Thomas Hollin, an honest black-smith who could — and did
— boast that he had never scamped a piece of work, broken his word,
or taken the sight of man's fists in his face without fighting. Hollin
belonged to a trades-union, but it was a trades-union of the
old-fashioned kind; and he despised the "new-fangled notions" of the
Knights of Labor.

Mrs. Hollin may be called a semi-American; although her father was an
Irishman, and her mother the daughter of an Irishman with a touch of some
other nationality, she herself was born in Ohio; and a race that has been
a certain time in America becomes, as it were, aired off, and the strong
national flavor evaporates. Annie Hollin's brogue was enlivened by
American idioms; in the same way her temperament had felt the climate;
she was nervous, energetic, warm-hearted, hot-tempered, and tidy. Did you
see her wiry little shape of a Saturday afternoon, hurling huge pailfuls
of water over her back fence into the convenient ravine that served the
neighborhood as a reservoir for tin cans, garbage, and diphtheria, you
would call her "a genuine American." Did you see her face, — a
small, round face, with a short nose, long upper lip, brilliant blue
eyes, and black hair, — you would call her, just as decidedly, "an
Irishwoman, of course." But even her Irish face had an American touch,
for she wore her hair clipped short like a man's: she never had time for
long hair, she said. All her life she had been looking forward to a day
of sufficient leisure to "do up her hair"; so far, the leisure was a
mirage, receding as life advanced. Hollin was her third husband. The
other two she had lost; one by death, one by divorce. She had seen hard
days, had wept over little coffins, and known what it was to be cold, and
hungry, and bruised. If she had not, — so she sometimes told
Hollin, — she never would have married again.

It was not Hollin's way to retort on such occasions, he being a man of
deep experience in the married state — a widower with six children
on his second wedding-day. He only puffed the harder at his pipe, and, if
the atmosphere grew too dense, put on his hat.

Mrs. Hollin was not a bad stepmother: she kept the children warm,
neat, and well fed; if she cuffed them vigorously in her tempers, she
made amends by lavish indulgence at other times, and there never was a
more fearless or devoted nurse in sickness. Mike was the couple's only
child. Notwithstanding his advent, the family circle dwindled. Tom, the
eldest son, a stolid, good fellow like his father, married and moved to
another town; two of the sisters died of diphtheria; the eldest girl was
married; one sister went out to service; the brother next to Mike fell
into the cistern, and before Mike left school he was the only child at
home. This departure from school occurred suddenly when Mike was
fourteen; the direct cause being his father's running up against him just
as he swaggered out of a saloon.

"That's what they learn ye at school, is it?" said old Tom, grimly.
"Time you was at work!" And to work Mike went the very next morning, in
spite of his mother's protestations and promises. Many were the tears
shed by Annie Hollin because of Mike's lost "learning"; for she gave the
fetish-like worship of her class to "education."

But Mike did not regret the school. Study was irksome to him, and work
suited him better than any one could have expected; he really had plenty
of energy. Moreover, Hollin had shrewdly gaged the youngster's mind. He
told him that he could have all he made over two dollars a week. The work
was piece-work, and Mike very soon rose out of his humble beginning as
errand-boy for the foreman in the machine-shop of the Agricultural
Implement Company, for which his father worked, to a bench of his own,
and the right to counter-sink cultivator-shovels at ten cents a
hundred.

Mike's spiritual training was not cut short like his secular
education; on the contrary, although his father never went to church, and
his mother seldom, I am inclined to think that the boy suffered from a
plethora of religious advantages. He attended no less than four
Sunday-schools — Roman Catholic, Presbyterian, Episcopal, and
Unitarian. He went to the first school because his mother had been born
in the Church of Rome, and, long since estranged from it, still felt its
attraction, and cherished vague hopes of reconciliation — when she
could afford it. Therefore, she sent Mike to Father Kelly as clay to the
potter. The other three Sunday-schools Mike attended on his own account
because they had picnics and Christmas-trees.

It may be imagined that his religious instruction was variegated, even
contradictory. Little, however, did contradictions trouble our young
heretic; since his four guides each told him a different story of the way
of life, he took a short cut out of all difficulties by believing none of
them. At sixteen Mike was beyond reach of such modest bribery as
Christmas-trees and picnics can offer. He preferred to spend his Sundays
dangling his legs from an empty packing-box at the street corner, puffing
at a rank cigar, his ears gulping down unsavory gossip, taking new
lessons in the cheap vices; at intervals (presuming him to have a few
pennies, or some talker in the crowd to be in a generous mood) refreshing
himself at the adjacent saloons. The town being under so-called
"prohibitory laws," you couldn't throw a stone anywhere without hitting a
green screen.
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