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What do you s’pose that noise
upstairs is, Sister?” and
Brother’s eyes opened wide
and his yellow hair did its best
to stand on end.

“It sounds like something scratching,”
answered Sister, with her head
turned to listen toward the loft.

“Do you think it is a panther?” in an
awful whisper.

“No, I don’t. In the first place there
are no panthers on grandfather’s farm,
and in the second place, if it was a panther
it would have eaten Randolph and
Beverly last night, and I’ve seen them
going to the field this morning, so they
are not eaten. And besides, Brother,
you are too big a boy to be afraid of a
little noise like that.”



“I didn’t say I was afraid.”

“But you looked afraid. I do wish,
Brother,” and here Sister stood upright as
if to lecture in the oatbin where she and
Brother were playing mill, “that you
would get over that habit you have of
trying to get out of things. It is just as
bad to look scared as to be scared, and
you can’t fool me. You know mamma
says you have a ‘speaking countenance,’
and that it always tells just what you are
thinking about.”

“Can you tell by looking at my
cheeks?”

“Yes, even by looking at your nose.”

“That’s funny,” and Brother laughed,
glad to talk about something else.

“So if you want to prove to me that
you are not afraid, you ought to go upstairs
and see what is scratching.”

“I’m not afraid,” and Brother scrambled
out of the bin, and started for the
steep little stair which led to the loft.

These two little people of six and seven
were spending a most happy summer on
their grandfather’s farm, a fine old place
in Virginia. Just now they were playing
in one of the group of log houses which
had been “the quarters” in slavery
times, the lower floor of which was sometimes
used to store extra grain, while the
upper part of the cabin was used as a
bedroom for the two colored boys. A
great bin was found to be a most desirable
place in which to play, and many
a salt-bag of oats was loaded into the
express wagon and drawn to a make-believe
mill in another corner, sister becoming
at once both horse and driver, and
Brother placing himself at the mill, where
he took the grist with a loud and gruff
voice—as became a dusty miller who was
always at work among rumbling wheels
and stones.

At the foot of the stairs Brother paused.

“I’m not at all afraid, you know, Sister,
but even when I’m upstairs maybe I
can’t find out. You’d better come with
me. You know I can’t tell very well. I
might think it was Bingo, or an old hen
making a nest on the boys’ bed. I might—why,
Sister, it’s the ram-cat!” And
there sure enough was “the ram-cat”
(so called because of gray marks on
each side of her head, which the children
declared looked like the horns of a
ram) peering over the side of the stair.

“Oh, Brother, wait for me. I’m sure
the ram-cat has a nest in the loft. How
perfectly lovely!” and Sister went over
the side of the bin in double-quick time.

Up the stairs they flew, forgetful of
panthers or danger of any kind. The
ram-cat met them and rubbed against
them in a friendly way.

“Rammy, dear, have you a nest?”
and Sister stooped to stroke her, while
Brother began peering about. “Have
you kittens, Rammy?”

“Rammy” only twisted herself
around Sister’s thin legs and pushed
against her bare feet with velvety paws.
She was not a house cat like Pooley, still
she was on very good and gentle terms
with the children, who often brought her
tempting little dinners. She even had a
frolic with them at times, a thing which
stately Pooley never did, for Pooley never
even stayed with any one but grandfather.
Now it had long been one of their fondest
hopes that some day the ram-cat
would, as they termed it, “hatch kittens,”
for there were many plays in which
kittens could take part, and a “flock”
of them would be a far lovelier sight than
any flock of downy chickens. Little
chickens were beautiful enough, but even
Brother feared the claws of the mother
hen too much ever to pick up a chick,
and as for Sister, she would go far out
of her path any day, rather than meet
Mistress Speck and her brood. So little
chickens did not count for much.

Once more a little scraping sound was
heard, and this time there was with it a
faint but real mewing, which seemed to
come from an old barrel which stood half
hidden under the eaves. The children
made a rush toward it and the ram-cat
followed them uneasily. Brother tilted
himself over the barrel and looked down
into it. He tilted himself so far that
Sister had to grasp him around the
chubby calves to keep him from tumbling
in altogether. She could hear him breathing
hard, but it was a moment of such
intensity, that neither could speak. Then
Brother wriggled himself out until his
toes touched the floor; then his head appeared;
then out came his arms—and in
each hand he grasped a soft, roly-poly
kitten.

“Take them, Sister, and I’ll get the
rest; the barrel’s ‘most full of them.”

Sister took them into the doubled-up
skirt of her dress in perfect silence, and
Brother again tilted himself into the barrel,
Sister solemnly holding him by one
leg with her free hand; coming out he
silently put two more kittens into her
skirt and once more half of him was lost
to view. This time only one kitten was
fished up.

“I thought there were more,” he said,
in deep disappointment.

“You said the barrel was ‘most full,
Brother,” mournfully.

“Well, Sister, truly and truly it did
seem ‘most full. They must have kept
crawling up the sides and tumbling back,”
and poor little Brother was mortified that
his treasury should so soon become
empty.

“Well, never mind, we can get along
with five,” and then Sister’s joy began to
overflow. “Thank you, thank you, for
getting them out of the barrel; I never
could have got them out!”

“I’m so glad I happen to be a boy,
‘cause boys can get kittens out of barrels
better than girls can, ‘cause they are not
afraid of tearing their dresses, that’s the
only reason. Are they beauties, Sister?”
beaming at her.

“Perfect little loves! They are squirming
‘round like little angels. Peep in at
them,” and she opened a fold of her
skirt. “We’ll own them together, won’t
we? Let’s go down to the bin and put
them on the floor, so we can see them all
at once. It will be better than playing
mill.”

“And we can train them, and have a
circus.”

“Yes, and now that the ram-cat has
hatched kittens, I just believe that old
Charley will hatch a Shetland pony.”

“I believe he’ll hatch two,” said
Brother, who always liked to have things
complete. “Let me carry some of
them.”

“Yes, take one in each hand, but do be
careful not to drop them.”

Down they went with their precious
load, the ram-cat coming as a jealous
rear guard, and into the bin they laboriously
climbed. Once safely within, Sister’s
skirt was emptied and a soft wad of
kittenhood put upon the floor. To the
excited children it seemed to combine all
the colors of the rainbow, and long and
lovingly was it looked over. By turns
they decided that the beauty of the family
was the all-white one—the gray one—and
each of the cunning white ones with
gray spots. Brother wanted to begin
their training at once, but their legs were
so weak and their bodies so pudgy, that
both Sister and the mother protested in
their different ways, and the kittens were
put to sleep in a corner of the bin.
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