Jhe Jady.in the Box

yhere was a lady who slept in a box down our street.
+

Before dark, she sat in her box in front of the Circle Deli.

She just sat and stared.

When the sky got black, she curled up in her box. I think she slept in the box
all night.

She must have liked the Circle Deli because of the warm air from the
basement that came through the grate. The warm air kept her from freezing.

I never saw her in the morning. My sister Lizzie didn’t either. She probably
folded up her box and put it somewhere safe till nighttime.

We could have kept it for her in our house. But Lizzie and I aren’t supposed
to talk to strangers. So we didn’t offer.

She looked like a kind, nice lady. I smiled at her. Just yesterday, I thought
she smiled back. Maybe she didn’t. Maybe I just wished she had.

The lady in the box looked hungry.

It was Lizzie’s idea to bring her food. I reminded Lizzie that we can’t talk to




strangers. Lizzie said we wouldn’t talk to her. We’d just put some crackers and
peanut butter next to her box.

The first time, we forgot the knife for putting peanut butter on the crackers.
But she managed somehow. The next day the peanut butter jar was empty.

I thought she should eat food that was good for her. So I brought her two
raw carrots, a bunch of celery, and an apple.

Lizzie said the lady in the box didn’t have many teeth, not enough for
chewing hard food. There were a couple of cans of soup in our kitchen cabinet.
Cream of celery and vegetable noodle. Soft and mushy soups. Just right for
someone without teeth.

Lizzie thought vegetable noodle was better. I thought celery. We had a fight
about it. Lizzie won.

We heated up the vegetable noodle soup and ran down the stairs fast to get
it to her before the soup got cold. Then we ran home before Mama could tell we

were up to something again. Mama says we are always up to something.

y'he store windows were all Christmasy. It got dark early and the nights
+ were very cold.
The lady in the box didn’t have warm-enough clothes. We looked in our
closets.
On Lizzie’s shelf was a big warm scarf with bright red flowers. Lizzie said

she didn’t like the scarf because it was so itchy.




I wasn’t so sure the lady in the box would like it either. But it was better than

the cold wind blowing on her neck.

We left it outside her box.

Later we saw the scarf wrapped around her neck. Maybe she likes red
flowers.
She called after us, “My name is Dorrie. Thanks.”

“My name is Lizzie,” Lizzie said. “My brother is Ben. And you’re welcome.”

I was worrying about Mama’s rule about speaking to strangers.
“Now that we know her name, she’s not exactly a stranger,” I said to Lizzie.

She nodded.

yhe next day it was freezing cold.
+

The owner of the Circle Deli came out of his store.
“Get away from here,” he shouted at Dorrie. “I don’t want you sitting in front

of my store anymore. People are complaining.”




Dorrie had to move. She set
up her box in front of an empty
store down the street. But no
warm air came up from the
basement there. She began to
shiver. Her lips looked sort of
blue.

Lizzie said it was about ten
degrees above zero.

“We have to do something,”
Lizzie said, “or she’ll freeze to
death.”

“We could bring her some of
our blankets,” I said.

“That’s dumb,” Lizzie said.

“Mama would find out for sure.”

We were quiet as we climbed the two flights of stairs to our apartment.
I figured Lizzie was thinking about the same thing I was thinking about.

Telling Mama or not telling Mama.

But when we got home, it was Mama who told us a thing or two.

It’s not easy to fool Mama.

Why were the cans of soup missing, she wanted to know. Why was the
flowered scarf gone?

She asked us what we were up to.

We decided to tell her. Maybe if she met the lady in the box, she would know

how to help her better.

So we told Mama about her and how we gave her the food, starting with the
peanut butter and crackers. And how she had to move her box away from the
Circle Deli. And that her name was Dorrie and she was freezing cold.

Mama didn’t get mad and yell at us.




Instead, she sighed and said, “Okay, let’s see your lady in the box.”

The three of us went downstairs and around the corner.

yhe three of us went downstairs and around the corner.
+ Mama knocked on the box.

“Come on out,” she said in her no-nonsense tone of voice. “I want to meet
you.”

Dorrie opened the top flap of the box and sat up.

Mama has this amazing way of making people talk to her.

Dorrie started to talk to us. She told us about losing her job and not being
able to pay her rent so she had to leave her apartment. She said she tried to stay
in a shelter for homeless women but someone there stole her bag of clothes while

she was sleeping. After that, she slept in a box on the street.

Mama got that look on her face. It was her I’'m-going-to-do-something-

about-it look.

Mama marched to the Circle Deli. We had to run to catch up.




When she saw the owner, Mama began to give it to him. She said that
Christmas was coming soon and that it was freezing cold outside and she used
words like human kindness and simple charity until he said, “Okay, okay, she can
stay.”

We told Dorrie she could move her box back to the Circle Deli where it was
warm.

She smiled a big smile!

We climbed up to our apartment but all I could think about was helping

Dorrie. But how?

When Mama came in to kiss me goodnight, I told her I wanted to help Dorrie
more but I didn’t know how to do it.

Mama said she’d think of something and go to sleep now, honey.

+When Saturday came, Mama asked us if we wanted to help in the
+ neighborhood soup kitchen. “Homeless people get free lunches there”,
she said.
The soup kitchen was in a church basement. The line to get in was long.

I felt sad that there were so many people needing free soup.




My job was to put a piece of bread and a pat of butter on a paper plate.
Lizzie’s job was to hand the plate to the people in line. Mama’s job was dishing

out cup after cup of soup.

I was so busy doing my job that I almost didn’t hear my name being called.
I looked up to see Dorrie in line. She smiled at me.

“Hello, Ben,” she said quietly.

“Hi, Dorrie,” I said, smiling back.

“Who’s your friend?” the helper next to me asked.

Friend! Nobody ever called Dorrie my friend before. It sounded nice.

Maybe someday, I thought, Dorrie wouldn’t have to live in her box.
Maybe she could get a job and a place of her own. She’d have a key just like

I have a key to our apartment.

I reached into my pocket and took out my lucky key ring. It has a plastic
four-leaf clover on it.
I took off my key and I gave my new friend Dorrie the key ring with the

four-leaf clover.




Maybe it would bring her luck.

Maybe someday she could use it for her very own key.

A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

The Lady in the Box is a story I made up. But I got the idea from a homeless
person I saw in a box around the corner from my apartment in New York City. In
the United States, thousands of men, women, and children don’t have homes.

Across the country, there are places that help the homeless. There are trained

people who work with the homeless so that their lives work better. They offer help

with advice and jobs.




I do volunteer work for the Goddard-Riverside Community Center in New York
City. They have several programs for the homeless, including two buildings with
rooms for people who once had no place they could call home.

Other groups, churches, and synagogues do different things to help. Soup

kitchens provide hot meals. Clothing centers give out clothes.

A BOOK FINDS A HOME

In 1993, when Ann McGovern went searching for a publisher for The Lady in
the Box, her children’s book about homelessness, she found that editors treated
her story the way some folks treat the problem—by turning away.

“I think they felt it’s a depressing subject,” says McGovern, whose 53 kids’
books include the classic Stone Soup. Four years and 20 rejections later, her

touching story was finally accepted.
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